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Immigration has re-emerged in the United States mind frame within 
the last few years making it an issue of importance in any policy discussion. 
The unique history that the United States and Mexico have contributes to the 
complex and interdependent relationship that has emerged over time. That 
relationship creates a framework of importance within any policy discussion 
and brings immigration to the forefront as an issue of importance that 
uniquely interconnects both countries politically, socially and economically as 
the effects on one side always reverberate on the other. Policy reform is 
crucial to maintaining a concrete relationship.    
Any future debate or policy reform should take into consideration the 
findings within this thesis for lasting successful policy reform to succeed.  
The often complicated relationship between the United States and Mexico 
make creating a clear and successful immigration policy important not only 
for current policy reform, but for future cooperation. A clear understanding of 
immigration, bilateral cooperation between both countries, and poverty 
reduction within Mexico are at the forefront of the key findings within this 
thesis that should be considered within the framework of any future policy 
reform. Each is of the utmost importance for successful policy reform and for 
overall change in immigration on both sides of the border.  
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 A successful relationship between Mexico and the United States 
economically, politically and socially relies on an understanding between both 
countries that their history is both vast and complicated. Embedded within 
that history is the issue of immigration, both legal and illegal, that has 
created tension on both sides of the border. Migrating Mexicans have a long 
history of crossing the border into the United States of which illegal 
immigration has created the biggest trans border tension. Immigration policy 
reform on both sides of the border is a crucial step in addressing that tension 
and important in continuing the long standing economic, political and social 
ties that consistently bring the two countries together. As two countries that 
share close to a two thousand mile border of consistently flowing goods and 
people, and a closely tied economy, creating a successful immigration policy 
reform is crucial to maintaining a stable relationship between and within 
both countries.  
This thesis will delve into the issue of Mexican immigration in three 
chapters that explore immigration from varying perspectives in an attempt at 
creating an understanding of the issue as a whole via future U.S. 
immigration reform, the need for bilateral immigration reform and an 
understanding that successful change within Mexico itself will help stem the 
flow by tackling poverty. The key findings within this thesis show that a 
successful immigration policy reform between both countries stems from an 
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understanding of the complexity of their history, understanding the history of 
immigration itself which reveals a migratory circuit fueled by more than the 
desire for work, the need for a bilateral foreign policy approach and the 
continued success of addressing poverty by Mexico in order to stem 
migration. Mexico and the U.S. have consistently missed opportunities to 
create a lasting immigration policy in recent decades by not addressing and 
understanding issues such as social networking and most importantly the 
push of poverty.    
 Immigration is a topic of both interest and contention within the 
United States. Recent political interest on the topic has put it at the forefront 
of the debate within the United States once again and made it a topic of 
which further interest and proper discussion and understanding is warranted 
if the debate is to yield any future changes within the U.S. or between the 
two countries. The topic of immigration reform within the United States has 
come up often within the last three administrations without a successful 
resolution and or policy reform. Each administration has missed crucial 
opportunities for bringing about change on either side of the border.  
Several reasons have lead to the failure of the U.S. in implementing a 
successful immigration policy in recent decades, but any attempt at 
understanding why must come first from understanding the history of 
immigration itself and that in turn is why this thesis is of importance in 
today’s political and policy landscape. Mexico and the United States have 
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been uniquely interconnected since the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 
when a vast portion of Mexico became part of the United States, as did a 
large number of Mexican citizens. This connection has created a uniquely 
unusual political, economic and social connection that has created an 
interconnection between both countries with reverberating effects that are 
often felt on both sides. This connection is so strong that what happens on 
one side almost always affects the other. With this in mind any possible 
current or future immigration policy reform must take into consideration not 
only the history of immigration, but must also comprehend the root causes 
learned from that history for there to be sustainable policy implementation in 
the future.  
Chapter one of this thesis discusses the importance of understanding 
not only the history of immigration from Mexico to the U.S., but “why” 
immigration occurs and how understanding those underlying factors is 
crucial for any successful future U.S. immigration policy reform. This chapter 
discusses the importance of the long, often neglected, history of Mexican 
immigration to the United States stemming from the forceful inclusion of 
Mexicans into the U.S. framework as far back as the 1848 treaty that created 
the beginning of a social network for immigration. Mexican migration to the 
United States prior to WWI was a free flowing system that required no 
documentation and was a system in which migrants came and went as they 
pleased. By WWII the first real need for labor in the U.S. was met by 
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Mexican migrants that answered the call for labor with the ultimate desire to 
work in the U.S. and in time return home. Permanent residency was not of 
utmost desire or importance for working migrants from Mexico during this 
time or in the near future when the Bracero Program was implemented as a 
temporary worker program, without caps, between the U.S. and Mexico. The 
program was ultimately terminated in 1964 after almost twenty years of open 
worker flows that allowed Mexican workers to come and go from the U.S. 
freely during times of labor shortages in Mexico and demand in the United 
States. As the border was closed and the policy channel ended for legal 
migration to and from the decision for many to stay in the U.S. illegally was 
made for fear that returning to Mexico would prevent any return to the U.S. 
for much needed work that many immigrants now depended on. The 
beginning of increased flows of illegal immigration began soon after as the 
number of immigrants already in the U.S. from the Bracero Program added 
to a social network between countries that drew family and other illegal 
migrants in search of better opportunities in the United States.   
The implementation of the Immigration Reform and Control Act 
(IRCA) in 1986 was a response by the U.S. to stem the flow of illegal 
immigrants that flowed out of the closure of the Bracero Program from the 
1960s. What the U.S. failed to see was the underlying affects such an act, 
that would grant amnesty to 3 million immigrants, would create as a social 
network between legal and illegal immigrants blossomed between the U.S. 
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and Mexico. That social network became a definitive and underlying “pull” 
factor that reinforced immigration as a whole together with other underlying 
determinants such as gender migration. Single women are often unwilling to 
migrate alone or toward the U.S. without a network of family or friends in 
place when they arrive therefore enhancing the need and effect of 
networking. The implementation of NAFTA (North American Free Trade 
Agreement) in the 1990s would then become the most recent economically 
driven attempt at effecting immigration by creating jobs within Mexico. 
NAFTA has been measured by its lack of success in terms of mitigating 
immigration as the numbers crossing into the U.S. grew from its inception 
into the 20th century even as Mexico benefited from the economic upswing. 
Understanding the push pull factors of immigration in conjunction 
with the history of immigration from Mexico is of utmost importance when 
attempting any type of immigration reform within the United States. No 
successful immigration policy will succeed without understanding the 
importance of the intricate economic, social, and political history these two 
countries share and how such a history has had an effect on their 
immigration history. Successful future immigration policy will need to take 
into consideration the underlying factors that go beyond the desire for work 
and examine the deeply ingrained social networking aspect of immigration in 
order to understand why it continues outside of economic or political changes 
or effects within either country.  
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Chapter two of this thesis will discuss the foreign policy approach 
toward immigration by the United States and Mexico. Understanding why 
and how each country approaches the issue is important in understanding 
why bilateral immigration policy and reform has failed within the last three 
U.S. political administrations of Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and Barack 
Obama. A comprehensive approach to immigration reform that benefits both 
sides of the border requires active participation by both the United States 
and Mexico. History has dictated a U.S. stronghold in leadership and 
persistence in maintaining its interest not only in the region, but also within 
the framework of immigration reform. Valid long lasting change requires that 
a system of bilateral mutual cooperation exist in order for either country’s 
foreign policy toward immigration to persist over time and to tackle the 
intricacies of the history and underlying push pull factories outlined in 
chapter one.  
The United States has often taken a domestic policy approach toward 
immigration that has watered downed the effectiveness of policy reform or 
change as the issue has been intermixed with ideals and policy notions that 
often take away from the importance of the situation at hand. A foreign 
policy approach is of utmost importance within the scope of the issue in order 
to allow for a comprehensive framework of bilateral cooperation between the 
U.S. and Mexico. An understanding of the intricacies of each countries 
approach is discussed within this chapter as a crucial step in understanding 
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why policy reform has failed to materialize within the last several decades. 
Each country must takes into consideration its unique advantages and 
disadvantages not only with the issue at hand, but with how their 
government approaches any possible solution. The U.S. and Mexico see 
immigration and foreign policy through different eyes that often display a 
relationship between the aggressor and the defendant. Long lasting policy 
reform will not result from this type of continued relationship. 
Chapter two of this thesis also delves into the understanding of the 
U.S.’ missed opportunities for bilateral policy reform during key foreign 
policy time periods within the last century. Of importance is the 
understanding that the only successful bilateral policy between these two 
countries was during the Bracero Program, which ended in the 1960s and 
unofficially closed the border to a free flowing system of immigration that 
benefited both sides.  Since the 60s the U.S. has had a shift in policy reform 
during the last three administrations that has taken immigration off of the 
foreign policy debate with Mexico and instead shifted the focus toward border 
security, guns, violence and drug trafficking.  
None of the last three United States presidential administrations, Bill 
Clinton, George W. Bush, or Barack Obama, have created a successful 
bilateral immigration foreign policy with Mexico. Understanding why is an 
important aspect of chapter two and an important aspect of why each 
administration has missed an opportunity for creating a lasting immigration 
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policy. The history of immigration cannot be neglected when foreign policy 
and immigration are debated on either side or can the understanding that 
both sides must take equal responsibility for both prevention and creating 
programs for legal migration. 
Chapter three of this thesis takes the approach of immigration from 
the Mexican side in an attempt to show the issue from both sides of the 
border. This chapter looks at how changes within Mexico can address one of 
the biggest push pull factors of immigration by discussing and tackling 
poverty. Mexico has one of the highest levels of inequality within Latin 
America and one of the highest levels of extreme poverty. A resulting side 
effect of such inequality and poverty has been an influx of immigration from 
Southern, rural, poor, Mexico to the United States. Chapter three discusses 
the importance of state mandated program reform in education and 
healthcare that addresses poverty within Mexico which in turn will address 
and begin to stem the flow of migration out of the country. 
Mexico has taken major strides in health care reform since 2012 when 
it implemented its successful state run healthcare called Seguro Popular. 
During that year the country as a whole finished enrolling over 90 percent of 
the population in a state funded and run healthcare program aimed at not 
only addressing health care issues such as immunization and infant 
mortality, but most importantly addressing the need to limit poverty 
associated with a lack of care and expenses incurred from out of pocket cost. 
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Catastrophic events are fundamental precursors of not only poverty, but also 
often result in immigration. Mexico’s stance at addressing the issue first 
hand was a first attempt at what might continue as a means of lowering 
immigration numbers in the future. 
The nations Oportunidades program created in the late 1990s is also 
discussed within chapter three and is of utmost importance in understanding 
how a state mandated program can not only reduce poverty, but also reduce 
immigration. The programs main aims are at addressing health, nutrition 
and education. The program as a whole has been a success in improving 
poverty and continues to show the need for mandated change in these areas.  
Poverty reduction is key to a lasting change within Mexico that in turn 
will have a reverberating effect on immigration. Understanding how state 
mandated programs and push for education and health reform will make a 
difference is fundamental to understanding the importance of this chapter. 
Addressing the effects of education and health from a young age, as Mexico 
has begun doing, shows a crucial change in not only improving poverty long 
term, but understanding the fundamental need to address the issue early 
enough for sustained long term change. Providing the fundamentals are now 
there, but how Mexico proceeds to address the needs of substantial economic 
stability to support change beyond that is yet to be seen. 
Each chapter within this thesis discusses the issue of immigration 
from Mexico in its own unique way. Several themes arise throughout this 
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thesis that are of significance in understanding why this topic and issue is of 
importance in today’s policy framework. The most important theme is that of 
social networking. This theme is seen not only within chapters one and three, 
but within the thesis as a whole. Social networking is fundamental in 
understanding why immigration continues outside of perceived notions of 
economic ups and downs and is a crucial push pull factor for immigration. 
Another theme important to this thesis is the notion of bilateral cooperation. 
Immigration reform on a national and foreign policy level will not succeed 
without cooperation on both sides of the border toward a shared 
responsibility approach when addressing immigration. The notion of 
addressing poverty as a basis for diminishing immigration numbers is a 
theme seen in chapter three and of crucial importance in addressing the 
fundamentals of immigration from the ground up. And lastly and most 
importantly is the understanding of the root causes of immigration as the 
fundamental basis for successful immigration policy reform in the future. 
Understanding “why” immigration occurs by understanding its history is 
fundamental in helping to create a sustainable immigration policy within the 
United States in the future.  
Mexican immigration is an issue of importance in today’s policy 
framework and should not only be studied but understood beyond the need 
for border security. This thesis will delve into this topic in an attempt to 
bring forth the need to understand the issue from both the United States and 
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Mexican side through varying perspectives that will allow the topic to be 
relevant to today’s policy reform discussions. How the United States and 
Mexico choose to continue with the discussion remains to be seen. 
 
  





















U.S.-Mexican Relations  
Understanding the Need for a Multifaceted Approach to Immigration Policy 
 
 Immigration is a topic of continued debate in the United States that 
must be further discussed, debated and analyzed for future political, 
economic and social stability. The largest numbers currently migrating to the 
U.S. come from its neighbor to the south. Much of the history between the 
U.S. and Mexico has set the groundwork for their current immigration issues 
and for the recent debate and lack of immigration policy within the United 
States. Much of U.S. literature on Mexican migration/immigration goes as far 
back as the 19th century. Understanding this history is important to 
understanding the current debate and must be clearly understood in order to 
create any type of long lasting credible and sustainable immigration policy in 
the future that will benefit not only the U.S., but also Mexico and their 
bilateral relationship. With this in mind it is important to understand why 
immigration occurs and what cause and affects it has in order to be able to 
begin to undertake any concrete policies to improve it.  
Immigration is a cause and effect issue that cannot be fully understood 
without not only understanding the immigration history between countries 
but also understanding the “why” that can often trigger migration that is 
both legal and illegal. As complex as U.S.-Mexican relations are it is easiest 
to breakdown the factors involved in the immigration debate by social, 
economic and political themes that when analyzed help portray an attempt at 
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understanding not only why immigration occurs, but how to successfully use 
that knowledge to implement a successful new immigration policy in the 
future.  A clear understanding of the complexities of Mexican immigration 
requires knowledge beyond the typical areas of border enforcement and the 
notion of illegality and instead requires a look at a combination of key social, 
economic, and political areas of knowledge that when analyzed together show 
an area of political policy that is interdependent on it’s history, is not always 
of an illegal nature and is often driven by much more than the need for work. 
This thesis chapter will exam several of those key and crucial areas that are 
required to truly understand immigration in an attempt at providing a 
multifaceted picture of the issue at hand that can then help hone in on 
credible key issues that can be used to create a successful future U.S. 
immigration policy. 
 To understand the current state of immigration politics in the United 
States, in regards to Mexico, it’s important to not only know but also 
understand the longstanding history between the two countries. Relations 
between the U.S. and Mexico can be seen as having started with the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848.1 The U.S. took control of what is now much of 
the southwest United States and in so doing incorporated those native 
Mexicans into the U.S. Several scholars argue that current immigration 
discussions forget to discuss the fact that many of the U.S. Mexican 
                                                 
1
 Ramón A. Guitiérrez and Patricia Zavella, ed. Introduction to Mexicans in California: Transformations 
and Challenges (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2009), 1. 
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population has existed for over two centuries. The importance in this 
understanding is the effect these numbers have on social networking and 
immigration. Many scholars argue, and it will be discussed further in this 
thesis, that social networking is a large proponent of immigration from 
Mexico.  
Understanding the long, unique, history Mexico and the U.S. have is 
important in understanding the current immigration debate. An issue that 
draws so much debate cannot be understood in its current context alone and 
be successfully debated into an adequate bilateral policy. Though it seems 
unusual to begin the understanding of Mexican immigration as far back as 
the 19th century it is important to understand the long standing history 
Mexico has with the U.S. because of their unique social, economic and 
political interrelations created throughout history. No other country in the 
world shares such a long border, has grown to depend on one another as 
economically as the U.S. and Mexico or share cultural staples to such an 
extent.  
Mexicans have had to also fight for equality since they were forcefully 
integrated during the 1848 treaty and the overall issue of immigration is not 
only Mexican migrants contributions or lack there of, but their history with 
the U.S. that has negatively impacted their experiences socially and 
economically within the U.S. This forceful inclusion has set them apart from 
other immigrant groups because of the long standing racial tension this 
 
 15 
caused well before immigration from Mexico truly started in large numbers in 
the early 20th century.2 Mexican immigration has a unique history with the 
U.S., which has greatly affected their inclusion in society and still continues 
to show racial tensions that have since disappeared for many other migrating 
groups such as Eastern European immigrants. Mexican immigrants have had 
struggles to attain education, social acceptance, economic equality through 
high paying jobs or equal pay, and political rights. Further expansion on the 
effects of racial tension on the history of immigration from Mexico shows how 
the U.S. is dealing with a population that has in part been a part of the U.S. 
for over two centuries. This history uniquely ties the two countries well 
beyond a system of controlling borders and creates a unique historically 
social challenge that makes immigration policy that much more difficult. 
Transnationalism 
 The difficulty Mexican immigrants have had in integrating into the 
U.S. on a level of true acceptance has also been a consequence of what many 
authors have recently explored and called transnationalism. The concept is 
used to describe the connection that immigrants maintain with their old 
country while also creating a new life in their new country. They remain 
connected through social and economic networks described as “failing to shed 
their old identities, to totally assimilate…living their lives and being quite 
involved in more than one nation, more than one world – in effect making the 
                                                 
2
 José Luis Morín, Latino/a Rights and Justice in the United States: Perspectives and Approaches 
(Durham: Carolina Academic Press, 2009), 19-48.  
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home and adopted countries both one lived social world.”3 Transnationalism 
therefor is a cause for why the U.S. sees Mexican immigrants as not 
becoming part of the U.S. once they have migrated. That connection to their 
old country would make assimilation, a concept seen as becoming a true 
American, difficult and often creates tension when debating the concept of 
immigration and policy change involving those migrants already in the U.S.  
 Arguments on the other hand have also been made that 
transnationalism between Mexico and the U.S. creates a “migratory circuit” 
that is important and necessary for those on each side of the border. A 
primary example focuses on Monterrey and Houston discussed in further 
detail later, but can be applied to any migration from Mexico to the U.S. in 
which each country benefits from the other. Transnationalism has helped to 
include the original country in the debate about immigration because of the 
affect immigrants are having on maintaining social, political and economic 
ties with both countries.4  This however does not connect transnationalism 
with the effect of immigration on the U.S. or Mexico in terms of increasing or 
decreasing the numbers over time. That approach over time shows whether 
transnationalism is prevalent in high numbers of immigrants and if so how 
that affects their economic, social and political roles in both countries. With 
the ever-increasing prevalence of the Mexican population in the U.S. during 
                                                 
3
 Silvia Pedraza, “Beyond Black and White: Latinos and Social Science Research on Immigration, Race, 
and Ethnicity in America,” Social Science History 24, (24) (winter 2000): 710 
4
 Rubén Hernández-León, Metropolitan Migrants: The Migration of Urban Mexicans to the United States 
(Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2008), 10-15. 
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recent years in the political mainstream this connection is most prevalent in 
determining long-term effects on migratory networks, which are vital to 
immigration.  
History of Immigration  
In order to further understand the connection and history between 
Mexico and the U.S. it’s important to understand not only the social 
challenges, but also the immigration policy that once existed and to this 
present day does not exist. Changes have occurred in the U.S. over time 
through legislation that has either increased the number of immigrants or 
attempted to decrease the number.5 From 1848 to 1929 Mexicans passed 
between the U.S. and Mexican border without the need for documentation 
and the stigma of illegality. Prior to 1929 any immigration provisions that 
did exist were designed to primarily exclude other nationalities. In 1929 the 
first Immigration Act towards Mexico was passed restricting passage across 
the border to only those that had legal paperwork. The next step in U.S. 
Mexican immigration history came in the 1940s during WWII as the U.S. 
sought a need to fill its labor shortages with readily available Mexican 
workers. Close to 350,000 Mexican workers crossed the boarder annually 
during the programs duration.6 Next came the passage of the Bracero 
Program (1943-1964), discussed throughout most of the literature on Mexican 
immigration, and initiated after the depression and WWII as a means of 
                                                 
5
 Michael B. Katz, Mark J. Stern, and Jamie J. Fader, “The Mexican Immigration Debate: A view form 
History,” Social Science History 31 (2) (Summer 2007): 165-166 
6
 Tony Payan, The Three U.S.-Mexico Border Wars (Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc., 2006), 54-55. 
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labor for the U.S. Its effect went well beyond economics and was also seen in 
the social networking that would ultimately help bring a steady, and 
increasing, stream of migrants across the boarder. When the program was 
canceled in the 1960s Mexico was in a state of rapid urbanization under an 
economy that could not keep up. This ultimately moved many workers now 
accustomed to readily available work in the U.S. to illegally cross the border 
and by 1986 there were between 4 to 5 million undocumented migrants in the 
U.S.7  
 In the 1980s the U.S. created its first real limits on Mexican 
immigration since the cancelation of the Bracero Program in 1964 by passing 
the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) in 1986. Ultimately this act 
made an attempt to limit immigration and in turn increased the number of 
undocumented immigrants who often did not return to Mexico.8 The act itself 
gave amnesty to almost 3 million undocumented migrants, created a system 
to “regularize the situation” with those already in the country, increased 
boarder patrolling, and penalized employers who hired undocumented 
workers.9 In the end the IRCA became a non-effective congressional measure 
that neither created a concrete U.S. immigration policy nor tackled the issue 
from the right angle. The act itself neglected to address the underling labor 
and economic issues at the heart of the immigration battle driving many 
                                                 
7
 Pedraza, “Beyond Black and White,” 710 
8
 Katz, Stern and Fader, “The Mexican Immigration Debate,” 166. 
9
 Payan, Border Wars, 56 
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Mexican workers North in search of the work that had once been so readily 
accessible.10  
Much of the literature argues that immigration from Mexico is not 
always intended as a permanent solution, but often times is a process by 
which to improve the current situation with the ultimate goal of one day 
returning “home”.11 Data supports that theory by showing that prior to the 
1970s most migration was temporary and for only short periods during 
programs such as the Bracero Program. Post IRCA in the 1980s return rates 
for many migrants declined, but then increased again into the 21st century. 
Migrant population numbers increased in large part due to established 
family-networking connections created by the IRCA in the 1980s with large 
numbers of legalized family in the U.S. sponsoring those abroad. Historically 
there are four main reasons for a lack of return migration that can help in 
understanding not only the issue but how best to approach a stable long 
standing policy reform; 1. Increases in “year-round urban employment”, 2. 
established Mexican communities exhibited and maintained “long-term 
growth”, 3. IRCA’s legalization increased family networking and 4. border 
enforcement.12 Understanding how each interplays with the whole is crucial 
to understanding the uniqueness of Mexican migration.  
                                                 
10
 Katz, Stern and Fader, “The Mexican Immigration Debate,” 165-166. 
11
 Hernández-León, Metropolitan Migrants, 2.  
    Pedraza, “Beyond Black and White,” 697-726.   
    Frank D. Bean, Susan K. Brown, and Rubén G. Rumbaut, “Mexican Immigrant Political and Economic   
    Incorporation.”  Perspectives on Politics, American Political Sciences Association 4, (2006): 309-313.    
12
 Agustín Escobar Latapí, ed., Mexico-US Migration Management. (Lexington Books: Rowman & 
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The Statistics of Immigration 
Another component of understanding the debate comes from analyzing 
the numbers that currently flow in and out of the U.S. The statistical history 
of immigration to the U.S. is seen in the yearly Yearbook of Immigration 
Statistics compiled by the Office of Immigration Statistics in Washington DC. 
The 2008 Yearbook showed that as far back as the 19th century Mexican 
immigrants have been arriving in the U.S. The yearbook also shows that 
during the 21st century the number of immigrants increased from all areas of 
the world, but Mexican immigrants remained the largest number. By 2007 
28.8% of the U.S.’ foreign-born population was from Mexico.13 The most 
important statistics noted in the Yearbook are the number of immigrants 
that became legal permanent residents or U.S. citizens.14 The numbers varied 
but as seen in table one below they show consistent numbers over the last 10 
years.15  Though these numbers are low in comparison to other migrating 
groups at only 12.8 percent and 22.2 percent of the total naturalization 
figures in 2005 and 2011 it does show a steady increase.16 As will be 
discussed below these figures also coincide with a decrease in migration 
numbers after 2007. As migration numbers have declined naturalization 
                                                                                                                                                 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008.), 12-13. 
13
 Katz, Stern and Fader, “The Mexican Immigration Debate,” 157. 
14
 United States. Department of Homeland Security. “Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 2008, 2011 & 
2012”, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Office of Immigration Statistics. 
http://www.dhs.gov/files/statistics/publications/yearbook.shtm, 66-109 and 14, 55 and 55.  
15
 Payan, Border Wars, 56 
16
 Jonathan Fox, “Citizenship Trends: Growing Rates but Persistent Lags,” in Context Matters: Latino 
Immigrant Civic Engagement in Nine U.S. Cities, Reports on Latino Immigrant Civic Engagement, 
National Report by Xóchitl Bada, Jonathan Fox, Robert Donnelly, and Andrew  
Selee (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, April 2010), 44. 
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numbers have increased, but do continue to lag behind other migrating 
populations. What is of importance is the notion that Mexican migrants do 
naturalize against the perceived popular notion that illegality is a mindset 
within the Mexican immigration debate. 




218,822  161,445 189,989 143,446  
U.S. 
Citizens 
76,310 55,946 77,089 231,815 94,783 102,181 
The data in table one helps to support the notion that immigrants from 
Mexico do also become part of the U.S. legally in consistent numbers. They 
therefore contribute socially, economically and politically to the U.S. That in 
turn would mean that immigration is not an all-negative issue and should be 
looked at from all angles when considering how best to create a sustainable 
immigration policy. Another consideration is the actual growth or lack 
thereof of undocumented Mexican immigrants over the last 10 years. As of 
2006 there were about 12 million Mexican-born residents in the U.S. In that 
same year there were estimates of 11.5 million undocumented residents with 
about 6.5 million of those Mexican immigrants making up about 57% of the 
total undocumented population.17 Though best estimates during this time put 
illegal immigration at a steady pace they do not account for migrants that 
come and go and in the full immigration debate neglect the percentage of 
                                                 
17
 Latapí, Migration Management, 2-3. 
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migrants that arrive in the U.S. legally each year. As discussed before the 
1990s saw a sharp increase in migration from Mexico due to the IRCA act of 
1986 in which about 3 million Mexicans received amnesty. This in turn 
resulted in a large increase in family and social networking migration as the 
U.S. economy boomed and the IRCA failed to curtail much beyond further 
attempts at border enforcement.18    
As of 2007 migration from Mexico has steadily declined with a net 
migration flow to the United States at almost zero. From 2007 to 2011 the 
number of unauthorized migrants in the U.S. fell from 7 million to about 6.1 
million. While the number of immigrants to the U.S. from Mexico was at only 
1.4 million from 2005 to 2010 compared to 3 million from 2000 to 2005. The 
cause and effect of the decline is still not fully understood, but the complex 
relationship between both countries economically has played a large part as 
the U.S. economic crisis played a major role.19 While numbers have dropped 
they still remain the highest among all migrating groups to the U.S. 
facilitating the necessity for policy reform that understands the uniqueness of 
Mexican migration discussed further below.  
Social Networking  
 Beyond understanding the history and statistics of Mexican 
immigration it is also important to understand the social networking that has 
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driven much of the issue and forged a unique bond between families from 
both sides of the border. It is often described as the basis for why and how 
migration occurs between both countries. As just discussed above social 
networking is an important and necessary component of Mexican 
immigration since migration between both countries is “the largest sustained 
flow of migrant workers in the contemporary world” with more than 98% of 
all Mexican migrants going strictly to the U.S.20 The connection between both 
countries is uniquely different from any other in that 25% of all Mexicans 
have visited or lived in the U.S., 11 million Mexicans (11% of the Mexican 
population) lived in the U.S. in 2005 while about 400,000 Mexicans become a 
part of the U.S. population each year. This does not include an additional 
16.8 million people of Mexican origin who were born and are living in the 
U.S.21   
Historically social ties became very apparent and important after the 
Bracero Program from 1942 to 1964. The program itself allowed for the 
establishment of family ties within the U.S. that would fuel future 
generations. Pre-1940 migrants had a 0% probability of having a migrant 
parent in the U.S. while between 1965-1982 that number jumped to 52.9% in 
rural communities and 20.7% in urban communities.22 Migratory connections 
created during this time set the groundwork for a unique system that ebbs 
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and flows like supply and demand. As long as there are connections in the 
U.S. there will be a supply from Mexico to not only meet that demand but 
also fulfill that need to reconnect any social ties severed when one or more 
members of the family make the journey north legally or illegally.  
There is also a growing connection between economic and outside 
social connections that have taken over for family connections in terms of 
networking. Social networking is one of the main causes of immigration that 
help explain why it continues during times of economic prosperity in the 
sending country and economic decline in the receiving country. For example 
during the 1970s immigration continued at high numbers while Mexico 
prospered economically and the U.S. experienced high unemployment.23 The 
same is not necessarily true in reverse when the receiving country is in 
decline. The U.S. and Mexico are so economically connected that when the 
U.S. suffered its recent economic hardships Mexico did as well and instead of 
seeing a sharp increase in migration there was not only a decrease as 
discussed previously, but there where fewer petitions for legal migration after 
2008 as proven in table one above. With social networking at play it is 
important to note that Mexico has had and continues to have the highest 
number of immigrants in the U.S. With this in mind, and considering the 
effects the economy has on migration flows, it can be inferred that continually 
higher numbers of immigrants come from Mexico simply because of the 
already high numbers of established networks in place that allow for a 
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concrete foothold. While it does not deter those who come on their own it is a 
much safer scenario when a migrant has a social or economic network to rely 
on when making the journey across the border.  
Another aspect of networking can be seen in the reliance and 
dependence the network itself has created on both sides of the border. A 
prime example previously mentioned is with the cities of Monterrey in Mexico 
and Houston in the U.S. The border that separates the cities is described as a 
migratory circuit of goods, people and information. Networking has become 
important in the flow between the two cities, but not as much a factor in 
migration from one to the other. While networking is important migration 
has not become a primary connection and instead a different form of 
dependence has been created across the border.24 In turn a migratory 
network works together to facilitate the needs of each side of the border. 
Immigrants provide economic employment in the U.S. and their connection to 
those still in Monterrey provides economic stability there through 
remittances and the constant flow of employment opportunities from one side 
to the other.  
Gender Migration 
 Discussions of immigration policy cannot go any further without also 
understanding the social aspects in terms of male and female migration and 
the why and how they are migrating to the U.S. The differences in migration 
between men and women rely heavily on networking and are driven by 
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varying factors. Men are more likely to migrate internationally while 
Mexican women tend to migrate within Mexico and rarely internationally 
due to social challenges that include “patriarchal restrictions.”25 Young, 
single, low educated men tend to make undocumented trips to the U.S. at 
higher numbers.26 Often male migration dominates because it “conforms to 
gender norms” and is more cost-efficient then having the female head of 
household migrate.27 Males dominate the migrating statistics at about 70 to 
80% while women only reached about 45% from the 1990s through the 
beginning of the 21st Century. In documenting these statistics women tend to 
be captured in U.S. data that showed long-term stay while men tend to 
circulate either back and forth or only stay in the U.S. for short amounts of 
time. In a 2002 survey 66% of women versus 52% of men had not returned to 
Mexico after a year and a half in the U.S. This in turn showed an increasing 
number of women positively contributing to the U.S. socially, economically 
and politically over time at higher numbers then men.28  
Migrating women often face social stigmas that lead to female 
migration. The cultural differences in Mexico restrict the role of women as 
wife and mother, which in turn often pushes young women to migrate to the 
U.S. in hopes of economic prosperity and social freedom. The reasons for 
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migration also center on social standing.29 Women from urban areas migrate 
because of the “role of gender on their careers, sexuality and violence.” 
Middle-class women from the cities on the other hand migrate in response to 
economic decline.30 While in many cases undocumented women tend to 
migrate strictly based on the economic effects of globalization. Women tend to 
be very different when looked at from trends in migration. They are usually 
“younger, less mobile and more dependent on social networks and family 
ties.”31 Most are between the ages of 15 to 24, only about 20% are 
independent migrants, and only about 51% migrated in search of work 
compared to 92% of men.26 Social ties greatly influence female migration from 
Mexico putting a different spin on the debate over jobs within the 
immigration political debate. Social networking within gender migration is a 
much higher influence then job seeking and in so doing forces a different 
understanding of why immigration occurs.  
This disparity in gender migration is a topic that needs to be further 
analyzed when discussing a true and successful immigration policy. It is an 
area of immigration that is not always discussed in detail and explains how 
immigration has changed in the last ten to twenty years. Connections to prior 
male migrants for men increased the likelihood of international migration 
but did not determine it while for women the connection with a previously 
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migrated female was crucial in facilitating international migration.32 Female 
migration was also highly connected to family networking and the idea of 
reunification or the understanding that any migration would not be done 
alone. These conclusions are more important then other factors that lead to 
gender specific migration. The connections in the U.S. are highly driven 
based on gender, which draws a new understanding on the immigration 
debate.  
 Further analysis of gender migration also leads to a discussion of past 
and current gender specific labor and educational trends once in the U.S. 
Mexican women often resemble U.S. white women in occupation attainment 
and are at a higher likelihood of upward economic and social mobility then 
Mexican men. Mexican women are described as occupying the white-collar 
sector by the year 2000.33 This would lend toward upward work force mobility 
toward administrative and managerial positions. This speaks to the tendency 
of higher migration numbers in higher educated Mexican women. Though 
overall Mexican migrants tend to be less educated with only about 13% of 
Mexican adults completing a high school education in the U.S. Mexican 
women tend to do much better with a higher percentage completing a college 
education. Further analysis of educated women also shows that higher 
educated Mexican women, MA and PhDs, reside in the U.S. at 29 and 39%.  
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Social Effects in the U.S. Due to Immigration 
 Another important aspect of immigration is the effect it has on the 
receiving country and its immigrants from one generation to the next. 
Understanding the propensity of migrants from Mexico to naturalize and how 
that has an effect on subsequent generations is important in understanding 
social networks. The assumption is that Mexican immigrants do not tend to 
naturalize over time. 34 Statistical data seen in the table above shows that 
they in fact do naturalize and have done so at increasing numbers over time. 
Mexican immigrants are unique in their analysis because such a high 
percentage originally arrived on a temporary basis with the intention of 
returning to Mexico. Mexican migrants have been naturalizing at lower 
numbers than other immigrating groups, but when analyzed within the 
context of why Mexican migrants come to the U.S. it falls within the notion of 
seeking temporary work with the notion of one day returning home.35 They 
are however seeking legal status at consistent rates. An analyzes of 1st 
generation immigrants from thirty to thirty-five years ago showed that by 
2004 only one-eighth of all Mexican immigrants would still be illegal 
immigrants.19  
 The increase of naturalization among first generation immigrants 
results in the ability to reach higher education by each subsequent 
generation and is a primary reason why first generation immigrants seek 
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naturalization. It can be taken a step farther by connecting economic success 
with levels of education among increasing generations. However, as discussed 
before Mexican immigrants have not obtained the same level of social and 
economic equality as previous white immigrants. Their increase in access to 
education has occurred over time but has not brought forth a level of social 
equality experienced by other immigrant groups.36 Subsequent generations 
that have obtained middle class standing have fought for true equality among 
their white counterparts. Much of that struggle occurs within first generation 
naturalized migrants who often come from largely poor families and now 
struggle toward social and economic upward mobility in an environment that 
creates both “class and ethnic boundaries”.37 Each generation is now faced 
with obstacles that are racially and historically based while dealing with the 
inherent struggles of striving for success in a culture that demands 
assimilation as a pass for inclusion. Social acceptance and upward economic 
and social mobility is often obtained and more readily accepted by middle 
class Mexican migrants when they are attune to white middle class 
standards of social acceptance.38 With these barriers in place it is inherently 
obvious that any immigration policy needs to address not only the always 
debated border issue, but also the now established social issues engrained in 
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creating social acceptance for those immigrants already in the U.S. 
Economic Causes – NAFTA 
 The next important aspect in understanding immigration is in 
exploring the economic factors that affect not only the cause and effect, but 
also help fuel an understanding of why previous attempts have not worked at 
curtailing migratory flows. The first important major bilateral economic 
policy affecting migration from Mexico is NAFTA. The North American Free 
Trade Agreement, or NAFTA, was implemented in 1994 by the U.S., Canada 
and Mexico as a means of creating open trade between all three countries.  
 NAFTA itself had both an economic and political angle that rooted its 
attempt at long-term success. Economically NAFTA would liberalize trade, 
equalize prices and above all create a free flow of goods and capital with the 
ultimate goal of higher wages and jobs within Mexico. This ultimately would 
be aimed at benefiting Mexico above the U.S. or Canada and politically, from 
both the U.S. and Mexican perspective, would reduce the migratory reasons 
surrounding the lack of work and low wages that were often seen as 
prevailing reasons why Mexicans crossed the border. 39   
Between the 1980s and mid 1990s Mexican manufacturing 
productivity growth was -1 to -2 percent.40 Analysis of the agreement shows 
that in fact NAFTA increased trade between the countries and productivity 
in Mexico resulting in several economic improvements within Mexico at the 
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time. If the agreement had not been implemented Mexico’s productivity level 
would only be 2.5% lower in 2000 then under the agreement.41 Trade between 
Mexico and the U.S. quadrupled to about 81% of Mexican exports while 
foreign direct investment by the U.S. rose to 40%.42 In recent years exports 
have become a third of Mexico’s GDP due to agreements such as NAFTA and 
an emphasis on foreign direct investment has shifted to domestic investment 
by Mexican companies.43 U.S. exports reached about 12% second only to 
Canada. As a result of NAFTA a quarter of the U.S. economy became tied to 
the relationship with Mexico through jobs that became dependent directly on 
their commercial relationship.44  
 Analysis beyond that of the years surrounding the implementation of 
NAFTA however showed varying effects. The increase in productivity was not 
as high as would be expected after the U.S. became the biggest trader of 
goods with Mexico. This reinforced conclusions that in the end the NAFTA 
agreement did not improve Mexico’s economy beyond that of other Latin 
American countries.45 Long-term growth was actually observed at lower 
levels than other Latin American countries but increased living standards 
were noted together with a slight narrowing of the income gap between both 
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Mexico and the United States.46 The economic changes Mexico experience 
within its new found reliance on the U.S. economy also spurred an increase in 
migration rather than a decline intended through the implementation of the 
policy itself. As wages stalled in Mexico the U.S. saw an economic upturn 
that drew migrants north at an ever increasing rate until a decline began in 
2005.47  
A lack of well-rounded economic prosperity that benefits all is often a 
leading factor of immigration and based on the lack of full success the 
NAFTA agreement did not fully accomplish its goal of minimizing Mexican 
immigration to the U.S. after 1994. Earnings increased but wage disparities 
continued and migration saw an extensive upswing as a result. As will be 
discussed in chapter three Mexico remains one of the countries with the 
highest inequality levels in the region. 
Remittances  
 Another important economic effect of immigration crucially important 
in understanding the underlying connection between why immigration is 
often rooted in not only social networks but economic stability and the 
fundamental need to provide for ones family is the ever dominating effect of 
remittances.  
 The economic effects of immigration on the sending country can be 
seen in remittance amounts from migrants actively participating in their new 
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location. The effect on the Mexican economy can be seen from 1990 to 2004 as 
remittances rose from 3.6 billion to 16.6 billion per year. The obvious 
conclusion is that remittances grew as migration numbers grew, but 
economic factors within the two countries also played a role. Economic 
decline in the U.S. often reflected lower remittances to Mexico. Other factors 
explain the increase even in economic decline. One is the increase in 
immigrants who stayed permanently in the U.S. and therefore increased 
their amount of remittances to Mexico. A second factor is the affect of 
transnational networks that rely on connections between immigrants and 
their home country.48 As discussed above transnationalism is a means of 
connection between immigrants and their home institution. The growing 
number of remittances suggest that this connect is strong and necessary for 
economic prosperity in Mexico and fuels the continual ebb and flow of 
migration from Mexico to the U.S. With the continual need for labor in the 
U.S. and the continual supply of laborers in Mexico looking not only for work, 
but a means of providing for those they leave behind this economic connection 
remains a strong pull factor that needs to be considered when determining a 
sustainable immigration policy that will benefit both sides of the border.   
Future Immigration Policy 
 No true sustainable or complete immigration policy has been passed in 
the U.S. since the mid-20th century. The Bracero Program previously 
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discussed was the last true policy that aimed at creating a system that 
tracked and controlled those crossing the border at a sustainable rate. With 
the end of the program the U.S. saw the end of true immigration policy that 
made any effort to understand, control or improve on congressional acts that 
soon followed in an attempt to curtail the ever growing inflow of illegal 
immigrants on one end and an ever broken legal system on the other. Recent 
years have seen the result of what was just discussed as an ever growing 
Mexican population in the U.S. that is not only ever present in social and 
cultural mainstream, but is increasingly participating in the economy and 
political system. This new increase in numbers and demand for participation 
has created the first real push and need for immigration policy in recent 
decades.  
The "Border Security, Economic Opportunity and Immigration 
Modernization Act of 2013” was recently introduced as a U.S. policy to 
address the “root causes” of immigration.49 The act focuses on a lengthy set of 
complex provisions and improvements that can be summarized as including a 
standard border protection through fencing, added personnel and penalties 
for unauthorized crossing, updating a worker visa program, creating an 
opportunity for legal residency for those already in the country through 
establish penalty provisions and creating a lengthy list of provisions for both 
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legal and illegal immigration.37 As a whole the policy resembles the IRCA in 
many ways making future success limited. 
The act itself has not yet passed into law and if it does would be the 
first real push for policy change, however it lacks a true understanding of 
how to deal with the issues at hand in order to be considered a solid policy 
reform. As this chapter emphasized immigration from Mexico is more than 
just crossing a border illegally. The push and pull effects are dynamic and 
have a long standing history that is unique to Mexican-U.S. relations that 
then affect social and economic factors which work together to influence 
immigration. Immigration is much more dynamic and complicated and to 
fully understand the “root causes” you have to look at each of those 
underlying factors individually and then as a whole. Historical context, social 
networking, gender migration, employment, remittances, country specific 
economic influences all play important roles in Mexican immigration to the 
U.S. These are all true root causes of immigration that need to be considered 
when formulating an immigration policy that can fully address the entire 
issue. Ignoring these does little to improve our understanding of why so many 
take the trip north and how each country can make its own improvements to 
stem the flow.  
The current attempt at immigration policy tries to address the issues 
once they have already been created without focusing on understanding and 
dealing with those that have plagued past policies and can be prevented in 
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the future if addressed intelligently. This policy as written makes a good 
effort but falls short of success. A closer look at three key areas of the act 
shows that policy makers have a long way to go in understanding how to 
create a well-rounded policy. The first area is Title I, which focuses on border 
security through an increase in border patrol officers, fencing, and 
surveillance.50 As previously discussed enforcement of the border through 
congressional oversight has done little to curtail illegal immigration alone 
and especially while other, stronger, mitigating factors such as social 
networking and economic effects on either side continued to push migrants 
north. This continues to be a misunderstood aspect of illegal immigration 
that will continue to impede true successful policy until congressional 
understanding takes place in which all involved realize that making the wall 
higher will only create a further divide between the two countries. While an 
open border is not the solution it needs to be understood that a free flowing 
system would create better success once it’s universally understood that not 
all migrants aim to stay long term and their economic success benefits both 
the U.S. and Mexico.  
A second provision of the act focuses on an agricultural worker 
program, which has not had a current counterpart since the end of the 
Bracero Program in the 1960s. Under this program current immigrants in 
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the U.S. would only be eligible for a worker visa if they met lengthy criteria 
eligibility available only as a “Registered Provisional Immigrant”.51 The 
provision also establishes a nonimmigrant agricultural worker program with 
the creation of a W3 and W4 visa but puts a five-year limit with annual 
adjustments based on economic and labor demands with the possibility of one 
extension.52 The policy in this regards does a good job of understanding the 
need for a worker program in the U.S. to satisfy the ever present need for 
labor on the U.S. side and demand on the Mexican side. What this portion of 
the policy neglects is the creation of a long-term worker program. The need is 
always there and implementing a capstone will only increase the push for 
extensions and in the end will lead to works that not only overstay their visas 
but also ultimately do not return to Mexico because of their inability to 
return to the U.S. for work. Solid political policy needs to address the 
demands now and foresee those in the future. 
The final provision is not only relevant to the information addressed in 
this thesis but also to understanding why the policy itself will not be 
sustainable is called the Provision of Future Immigration. The provision 
creates a “merit based” system in which the first four years of the policy allow 
for visas to only be issued to skilled workers in specific professions. The next 
four years allow for only what is discussed as tier one and tier two visas. Tier 
one visas accrue points based on several factors including current 
                                                 
51





employment, age, ability to speak English, country of origin and family 
relationships.53 Tier two is not specified nor is the amount of merit points 
needed to acquire either status for visa eligibility. The systems flaws lie in its 
restrictions of eligibility based on skills and background that do not hone in 
on the biggest immigrating group coming from Mexico. Without focusing the 
policy on economic and social factors relevant to this particular group the 
policy is neglecting to truly address immigration. Large portions of 
immigrants from Mexico are low skilled and non-English speakers that will 
not qualify enough points quickly enough for legal migration.  
As a large component of this portion of the policy family based 
immigration limits will increase. In doing so policy makers are missing the 
key immigrating theme of social networking. Post IRCA (Immigration Reform 
and Control Act) in the 1980s amnesty was granted to almost 3 million 
Mexicans resulting in a sharp increasing in migrating numbers both legal 
and illegal as social networking became a major connection for Mexicans 
wishing to come to the U.S. The implementation of this new 2013 policy will 
result in a grander result as estimates show that as many as 33 million 
migrants will be granted green card status within the first 10 years of the 
policy.54 The cyclical pattern of immigration will continue at a grander scale 
as social networking exponential increases if the effects of each of these 
provisions are not adequately understood.  
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   The topic of Mexican immigration and its causes and effects can be 
better understood when looking at aspects beyond border control. A stronger 
focus on gender and social networking effects within the context of strong 
pulls toward migration help in understanding today’s strong immigration 
issue and in turn will help in understanding how to properly control it. 
However, none of this can be analyzed without an understanding of the 
history between the U.S. and Mexico. In the long run it has created a 
foundation of knowledge that has been rarely utilized when determining 
strong immigration policy that can withstand not only time, but also the 
changing dynamics of Mexican migration. Centuries worth of social, economic 
and political interactions have not lead to a better understanding between 
the U.S. and Mexico in terms of migration as seen by the lack of a concrete 
immigration policy, sustainable reduction in illegal migration and or a 
fundamental understanding of the issue as a whole. 
 Unique social, economic and political themes weave throughout 
Mexican immigration and show a dynamic issue that has existed since a 
combination of economic opportunity and social networking became a fabric 
of U.S.-Mexican relations from one generation to the next. The 
implementation of the Bracero Program and the passage of the IRCA created 
a strong web of one-sided migration both legal and illegal. As connections on 
the U.S. side grew networks grew and opportunities for migration became 
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evermore abundant while Mexico struggled to create an environment of 
economic security for its citizens. NAFTA proved to be a worthwhile thought, 
but in the end was driven more by the notions of political ideals in terms of 
trade liberalization resulting in spontaneous economic prosperity. Both 
countries saw the opportunity of opening the border to goods as the magic 
solution to immigration without considering the underlying push and pull 
factors already at play. Economic prosperity in Mexico would potentially 
decrease a percentage of immigrants to the U.S., but would not stem the flow 
completely as the country struggled to narrow the wage gap. Remittances on 
the other hand have shown a bilateral effect that often benefits both sides of 
the border and should be an area of further study and understanding when 
discussing the “why” of immigration. 
 As seen in the data and analysis above labor demands are not the only 
pull for Mexican immigrants to the United States. Social networking and 
long standing family ties have greatly influenced migration from Mexico. The 
unique history and connection Mexican families have are crucial to 
understanding the constant flow during times of economic prosperity and 
decline on either side of the border. As those network connections showed 
above ties are more important to women and help in establishing a network 
of circulator migration that is dependent on strong connections in the United 
States. With those connections continually growing a slow down in Mexican 
immigration is unlikely to continue or be affected by the implementation of a 
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new immigration policy that does not tackle any of the underlying major 
themes discussed in this thesis and instead sets up for a system of expanding 
migration. 
 Border control, fees and visa modification are the primary focuses of 
the new immigration policy proposed in 2013. While this will streamline and 
most importantly create a policy that currently doesn’t exist it will not 
address any of the most important factors mentioned. Creating an ever 
expanding fence between Mexico and the U.S. will not curtail illegal 
immigration if the pull from the other side is reinforced by lack of stability 
and social or economic mobility at home.    
 Transnationalism, naturalization, social networking, gender 
migration, NAFTA, and remittances all overlap and interplay when 
understanding the complexities of immigration. While it would be easy to 
focus on one it’s important to understand the interplay between all when 
attempting to create a successful immigration policy in the near future. 
Economic effects fuel a need to immigrate while social networking 
strengthens the choice and security in destination. Future successful 
immigration policy requires a true multifaceted look at immigration in order 
to create a process that works not only for the United States, but also for any 







Foreign Policy & Immigration 
Bilateral Cooperation is a Must for Successful Future Policy Implementation 
 
Mexico and the United States have a long unique history that has 
made them dependent on each other economically and politically. The choice 
one makes often affects the other in such a way that mutual cooperation 
must become the necessity for political understanding across the border. It 
has become ever apparent that foreign policy decisions on both sides of the 
border require cooperation in order to have long lasting success. In order to 
have a better understanding of the political decisions made in both the 
United States and Mexico it is important to understand how each side 
addresses and structures its foreign policy issues and agendas.  
This chapter will breakdown and discuss the structure of foreign policy 
itself within the framework of immigration within both countries. It will also 
examine and discuss the key policies that have in turn helped shape current 
immigration policies in the U.S. and Mexico that have then shown several 
instances of missed opportunities for mutual cooperation that could have led 
to effective policy successes on both sides. Several key elements will also be 
discussed to help in understanding recent foreign policy within both countries 
that have played a contributing factor to why there still remains a unilateral 
approach toward discussions on politically dominating issues such as 
immigration. Key foreign policy during historical time periods within each 
administration in the U.S. and Mexico from the 1900s to the present have 
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reflected a changing dynamic in which unilateral policies often become 
bilateral agendas that are driven by key changes in political, economic and 
social dynamics crucial to understanding why each has temporarily 
succeeded, created tension or ultimately failed to create true immigration 
reform that in the end could benefit long term success on both sides of the 
border.   
The complexity of the relationship between the U.S. and Mexico 
surrounding immigration lies within the scope of the history they share as 
well as the nature of the issue itself within each country. Mexico has often 
taken a non-dominant role in regards to immigration policy while the U.S. 
has struggled to set aside domestic political agendas driven by varying 
influences from Congress, DOD, and state and local governments among 
others. The issue has become a complex “mixture of foreign and domestic 
policy”, interdependency and asymmetry creating a system in which bilateral 
discussions exist but policy is set in a unilateral manner with the U.S. as the 
policy holder and Mexico often dependent on the outcome.55 This relationship 
has created a foreign policy dynamic that is dependent on a U.S. political 
system only willing to address one particular issue at a time while curtailing 
the continued mistrust that runs across both borders. This in turn has forced 
a system in which both the U.S. and Mexico continue to play the same roles 
in the foreign policy debate surrounding issues such as immigration.   
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U.S.-Mexican Dynamics  
  An understanding of how each side of the border determines and 
implements its foreign policy and in turn views its role in doing so is 
important in continuing to understand the dynamics of U.S.-Mexican 
relations. One often dominates the other while a lack of concrete 
enforcement, mistrust and ever changing leadership agendas have often 
shifted well-intentioned focus on policies that benefit both sides, but require 
mutual cooperation for true success. Immigration is an area in which such 
factors have often dominated a debate about who should do what, when and 
how between the U.S. and Mexico along its miles of shared border. The U.S. 
has often played a leading role in setting policy agendas which have often 
been viewed through a Mexican lens of suspicion based on historical 
interactions that date back centuries and have created an environment in 
which political decisions are often dotted with social stigma. An 
understanding of current immigration policy in the U.S. requires an 
understanding beyond that of the country’s foreign policy with its neighbor, 
which too often dominates its entire immigration policy agenda. A review of 
the key periods of Mexican immigration in U.S. history shows a parallel to 
changes in immigration policy within the U.S. and when further analyzed 
often shows a cause and affect dynamic previously discussed in this thesis in 
relation to the topic of immigration. Within the last 20 years the U.S. has had 
three presidential White House agendas that have varied in their foreign 
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policy agendas toward Mexico that have each uniquely contributed to the 
policies now in place. U.S. foreign policy toward Mexico in relation to 
immigration has evolved as immigration has become an ever-increasing 
debate in U.S. mainstream and politics.  
When considering U.S. foreign policy and immigration it’s important to 
consider the history the U.S. has had with Mexico when trying to determine 
if bilateral cooperation is a possibility. As history has shown much of the U.S. 
immigration policy has been geared toward Mexican migrants in such a way 
that tensions have arisen on the other side of the border over proper 
treatment. The U.S. has often taken it upon themselves to establish policies 
that attempt to impose changes that do not take into account Mexico or any 
of the push/pull factors of Mexican migration. Successful foreign policy 
requires an understanding of the other country and in relation to Mexico 
requires the ability to create a system of true bilateral policy and 
implementation that will hold both sides accountable.  
 The United States strategy and response to Mexico’s foreign policy is 
at a unique point between changing administrations and a renewed rise of 
the PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party). Any significant threat from 
Mexico long ago disappeared and true conflict hasn’t been seen in modern 
times. Mexico’s foreign policy has not varied much since the country’s 
revolution. The U.S. has remained a constant backdrop to policy decisions 
and a leader in its policy direction. Such an asymmetrical relationship has 
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limited Mexico’s ability to create its own substantial foreign policy agenda 
and has geared both countries toward the need for bilateral cooperation in 
order to address issues that affect both sides of the border. How the United 
States takes the change in Mexico’s administration, the growing unease with 
Americans over immigration and border security and turns them into a 
concrete foreign policy is yet to be seen. The issue however should become 
central and much more of a focus in both domestic and foreign U.S. policy. 
Mexico’s foreign policy affects the U.S. on a daily basis the same way the 
U.S.’ policy on Mexico affects Mexicans. The countries are so intertwined that 
Americans need to be presented with the understanding that strides toward 
policy changes need to come not from border closures, but from bilateral 
cooperation and concrete changes that will benefit both sides. 
Domestic vs. Foreign Policy Strategy and History 
  The immigration debate in the U.S. stems from several factors that 
are not often discussed, but are often contributing factors which need to be 
understood in order to create an effective system to understand, prevent, and 
effectively control both legal and illegal immigration. The U.S. and Mexico 
have a long history of social, economic and political interactions that have 
made them dependent on each other and have created an interesting dynamic 
in which Mexican culture has become an ever present part of the U.S. as 
Mexican numbers in the country have grown. These growing numbers have 
begun to play a role in leading a push and pull factor during recent key 
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political agendas in the U.S. that have then driven immigration policy. The 
important dynamic in this is the switch this has from a foreign to a domestic 
issue when discussed in the context of Mexico within the U.S. Domestic 
issues in the U.S. have often been “driven” by Latin America in the last two 
decades and have focused on issues such as “trade, immigration, drugs and 
guns.”56 Much of this has been driven by increased interactions as trade has 
increased by 82% from 1998 to 2009 and Latinos now represent 15% of the 
U.S. population.57 In this same context Mexicans represented about 6 million 
undocumented aliens in the U.S. in 2005 which equaled about half the total 
12 million in the country at that time.58 The U.S. shift in policy definition and 
understanding is important in the U.S.-Mexican immigration debate because 
it points to a unique interaction that has often created a focus on domestic 
policy rather than foreign policy. U.S. policy interactions with Mexico have 
fallen into the realm of domestic issues when they should remain foreign 
policy and away from the debate and confusion of domestic issues. While the 
uniqueness of the U.S.-Mexican relationship and proximity should be taken 
into account it is also important that policies such as security and 
immigration fall into the realm of foreign policy to not only be effective but to 
keep them from becoming issues that are dominated by domestic agendas.  
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Foreign Policy Structure – U.S. & Mexico 
In order to understand why the U.S. has established certain foreign 
policy avenues with Mexico over immigration it is important to understand 
some of the structure behind foreign policy making in the United States. The 
U.S. system of establishing and implementing foreign policy includes the 
Presidency (White House), Congress and the remainder of the executive 
branch. Within this system the White House and Congress choose which 
“goals” and agendas “fit” the country at the time and provide the funding to 
do so while providing the legislation to implement those policies.  The 
complex and “needy” U.S. bureaucratic system often also dictates and guides 
what foreign policy avenues the White House takes as does the usual 
economic and political constraints from the U.S. economy and congressional 
pushback.59 Each administration, presidency, is often forced to, at one point 
or another, follow congressional resistance in terms of foreign policy agendas.  
While they often still dictate which items are most important to them it is 
often a struggle to battle the bureaucracy in place. The presidencies of the 
last twenty years, which include Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and Barack 
Obama, have all felt the struggle to balance personal foreign policy agendas 
with those of Congress, political opinion, and issues of importance to state 
and local governments as well as agencies such as the DHS and DOD. All 
three presidents have been at the forefront of important policy changes 
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between the U.S. and Mexico in terms of immigration and while their 
agendas where not all the same the notion of border security became a main 
issue for each foreign policy agenda. Though each made an attempt at 
curbing the immigration issue neither implemented a successful bilateral 
approach or a successful overall reform due in part to the constraints put in 
place by a system that struggled to set aside outside agendas. 
Bilateral cooperation can only be achieved if the foreign policy of both 
sides is understood and especially as to why Mexico is so often inclined to 
refuse to intervene from their side of the border. In the late 19th, early 20th 
century Mexican policy “rested…in a highly centralized and powerful 
presidency.”60 The structure of foreign policy decisions in Mexico rests 
primarily with the President, some with the Senate, and is often guided by 
their preferences, but in recent years has involved the input of a foreign 
minister and outside influences.61 In the U.S. the presidency also often 
dominates what issues are focused on since they too have the strongest pull 
in foreign policy decision making. President to president interaction, 
cooperation and understanding dominates foreign policy discussions between 
Mexico and the U.S. but the “framework” of bilateral relations rest with the 
U.S. State Department and the Mexican Secretariat of Foreign Relations 
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(SRE). To add to the complexity other agencies handle the day-to-day issues 
with agencies on both sides actively involved in policy.62 
 On the other hand is the current Mexican foreign policy goal, which is 
not much different than that established after the Mexican revolution. 
Sovereignty was of utmost importance at that time as was a policy that had a 
“…commitment to self-determination, nonintervention, and peaceful conflict 
resolution…of it’s own interests and in its treatment of foreign powers.”63 
Mexico’s history with the U.S. and other countries during the 19th century 
made it a country often unwilling to look beyond its borders politically or 
militarily especially if it affected national sovereignty. Its proximity to the 
U.S. has also had a tremendous effect on its “worldview”.64 The process of 
Mexico’s foreign policy is lead by the executive branch with some authority 
granted to the Senate by the constitution. Mexico’s foreign policy is described 
as a “bilateral” policy not only with the U.S., but in recent years also with 
other Latin American countries and Asia.65 Between 1960-1990 Mexico 
focused on a foreign policy that emphasized national sovereignty and 
nonintervention, but relied heavily on its relationship with the United States 
having created a long held political and economic history. This included an 
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alliance of sorts during WWII and the creation of a worker/visa program from 
1942-1964 discussed in more detail in chapter one and touched on below.66  
History of Immigration and Policy 
Migration from Mexico to the U.S. has had four main time periods of 
foreign policy importance that have either been a result of policies or resulted 
from a policy change. As discussed previously in this thesis Mexican 
migration is relatively “new” to the U.S. It wasn’t until about the 1920s that 
Mexicans migrated to the U.S. under the first guest worker program during 
WWI. Prior to the 1920s immigration from Mexico was at a very small 
percentage and was almost always for a short-term stay. Next came the 
Bracero Program (1942 to 1964) created as a bilateral guest worker program 
that began during WWII as a means to fill open jobs and resulted in 4.6 
million guest worker visas. The program was terminated in 1964 and 
resulted in an increase in illegal immigration as already established social 
networks were in place from previous Bracero migrants that then encouraged 
and opened opportunities for illegal immigration. This continued as “social 
and economic” affects on both sides of the border caused a push and pull 
effect that brought Mexican migrants to the U.S. at a rate that doubled ever 
decade from 1970 on.67  
By 1986 congress passed the Immigration Reform and Control Act 
(IRCA) in response to the growing number of migrants in the U.S. and as a 
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result granted amnesty to almost 3 million Mexicans.68 By doing so the ever-
growing social network discussed in chapter one that often dominates 
migration was expanded to encourage both illegal and legal migration, which 
included family reunification. By 2012 the Mexican-born population in the 
U.S. was about 11.7 million and well above any other immigrating group. 
Such high numbers often pulled U.S. immigration policy in the direction of 
specifically Mexican immigration policy because of its effects primarily on 
that population, the U.S. sharing 2,000 miles of border, their close economic 
and social ties, and the affects they have felt from previous U.S. immigration 
policies.69  
Mexican migrants are the largest population in the U.S. and the 
largest illegal immigrant group forcing any immigration policy toward a 
tendency to focus on Mexican immigration. No system currently exists to 
stem the flow while any existing U.S. immigration policy focuses on “family 
reunification” and skilled labor often omitting Mexican migrants who are of 
lower skill frequently leading to illegal migration. Recent numbers put about 
6.7 million illegal workers from Mexico in the U.S. with no concrete policy to 
address the issue on either side.70  
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 The main time periods in immigration from Mexico that correlate with 
foreign policy decisions, or lack thereof, in the U.S. and Mexico therefore are 
prior to WWII and the Bracero Program, post Bracero Program cancelation 
up until the implementation of the IRCA, the 1980s, followed by the IRCA 
through 2000 and post 9/11 to the present. Each time period has resulted in 
reactions that have left both the U.S. and Mexico in stages of needing to react 
to a bad decision. By canceling the Bracero Program the U.S. set itself up for 
an already open avenue of migration through established networks put in 
place by forcefully closing a once open door. As a reaction the IRCA was 
implemented and once again created an open avenue for illegal and legal 
migration as the U.S. neglected to understand the consequences of its 
unilateral actions that in the end lacked true enforcement and simply created 
the beginning of a closed border reaction. Post IRCA created a small time 
period in which political changes in the U.S. and Mexico created an 
opportunity for a true bilateral policy that could have succeeded but once 
again in the end failed due in part to 9/11 and the changing dynamics 
brought about by the political and security shift seen immediately after. 
 Trans border Policy Reactions to Immigration 
In keeping with this needed understanding of the history of Mexican 
immigration to the U.S. and its foreign policy effects it is important to 
understand the reactions toward Mexican immigration by each side during 
these time periods. These reaction have fueled much of the change in foreign 
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policy from both sides of the border within the last twenty years and have 
created a unique change in approach based on the external factors mentioned 
that in one instance were the direct result of U.S. domestic policy decisions. 
The U.S. up until the 1960s had a very open door reaction to migration from 
Mexico in the sense that it did not impose strict regulations limiting Mexican 
immigration. Instead, as previously discussed, times of worker shortages 
resulted in the creation of programs such as the Bracero Program to 
encourage worker flows across the border. By the 1980s reactions changed 
and the U.S. implemented the IRCA in 1986 creating the first policy toward 
curbing immigration flows north, but instead of succeeding the IRCA resulted 
in an influx of both legal and illegal migration.71 The resulting U.S. reaction 
to a growing number of migrants to the U.S. post Bracero Program was the 
creation of the IRCA that instead created one of the key periods in modern 
immigration policy that set the beginning for recent immigration policy. The 
once open border during the Bracero Program was suddenly closed and 
reinforced by the IRCA. What resulted was a large number of migrants 
already in the U.S. poised to create a network for those wishing to cross the 
border legally or illegally. From the Mexican side the notion of a “policy of no 
policy” was front and center during the implementation of the IRCA in the 
United States. Mexico decided to take a backseat to the policy, which affected 
Mexicans on both sides of the border and set forth the beginning of a “closed” 
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border system of immigration policy for Mexican migration. This is a prime 
example of Mexico’s deep-rooted fears of U.S. intervention in Mexican policy 
and the notion of protecting Mexican sovereignty with the understanding 
that by not intervening Mexico was denying any rights the U.S. would have 
toward intervening in Mexican policies.72  
Mexican reaction and foreign policy perspectives during this time 
varied and showed an important aspect of needed improvement. Throughout 
the Bracero Program and up until the 1980s Mexico had as mentioned a 
“policy of not having a policy” in regards to acknowledging or assisting in 
“changes” to immigration policy and or discussions about the issue.73 Into the 
1970s and 80s Mexico removed penalties for illegal migration and as a result 
of economic decline did little to stop migration as labor demands became 
harder to fulfill. Emigration from Mexico became an “…economic escape valve 
at a national level that had the benefit of relieving pressure on the political 
system.” 74 It wasn’t until the 1990s that Mexican reaction to the issue began 
to change and a somewhat limited mutual cooperation reaction toward 
bilateral policy began to try and take shape. During the 1990s a continued 
perception of U.S. “hostility toward immigration”, the creation of NAFTA 
(North American Free Trade Agreement) and the first success of 
democratization pushed foreign policy reactions in Mexico toward an 
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understanding of the need for some bilateral agreement.75 The emergence of 
NAFTA and the growing social, economic and political effect of a growing 
Mexican population in the U.S. had a big affect on guiding the need for 
changes in Mexico as each began to affect policy decisions within the 
country.76 The 2000s ushered in a new era of need for cooperation that began 
with the forefront policy agenda of Vicente Fox and a push toward 
comprehensive bilateral immigration reform, which was abruptly halted by 
9/11 and created a forever changing dynamic between U.S.-Mexican foreign 
policy.77  
During the 1990s external factors such as an economic recession in the 
U.S. created further enforcement of immigration and border enforcement 
through both domestic and foreign policy in the U.S.78 By 2000 reaction from 
both sides created a need for “mutual understanding” and an attempt at 
bilateral cooperation in order to curb growing migration numbers.79 
Unfortunately 9/11 became a dramatic and important key period in which 
reaction toward immigration dramatically changed from a U.S. foreign policy 
perspective and continues to play a pivotal role in how the issue is viewed 
and addressed to this day.  
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Foreign Policy – 1987-2000 and 2000-Present 
There are two very distinct foreign policy time periods between and 
within the U.S. and Mexico in regards to immigration that reflect the ever 
changing landscape of migrants already in the U.S. and the continual flow of 
migrants north across the border. These overlap with the crucial immigration 
time periods discussed before and are a direct result of historical decisions by 
the U.S. to curb immigration from Mexico. The first is from 1987 to 2000 in 
which the U.S. had a foreign policy of “democracy, drugs and development” 
toward Latin America, but held a unique view toward Mexico.80 In terms of 
democratization the U.S. had ignored Mexico since the cold war as long as 
they maintained “political stability” and provided “reliable collaboration.”81 
During this time NAFTA was enacted for bilateral development. It created 
the first bilateral policy since the Bracero Program to be created with the 
notion of mutual value and created the only successfully implemented 
instance of bilateral cooperation in which Mexico actively sought to benefit 
from the policies established within the act. The Bracero Program had been a 
bilateral agreement fueled by the need for labor as a reaction of war that soon 
became a necessity for Mexico to stem the economic demands of labor and 
provided the necessary labor needed in the U.S. at such an easy cost that 
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after its disintegration it became much easier to look the other way at the 
growing number of illegal immigrants then to address the issue.82  
The 21st century (2000 to the present) brought about the second era in 
foreign policy between the two countries anchored by a democratic shift in 
Mexico with the election of Vicente Fox and a shift in focus on security and 
enhanced border control after 9/11 that allowed for an attempt at a focus on 
bilateral cooperation on mutually agreed upon agendas of security that both 
sides felt now needed to be addressed.83 During this time Mexico began to see 
somewhat of a push toward democratization in respect to the federal system 
that included “presidentialism”, checks and balances and a reform of the 
federal system as a whole. The executive branch continues to play a major 
role while the power the presidency once had diminished and is now reliant 
on congressional approval.84 One example of the effects and changes of 
democratization will be discussed further below when the Presidency of 
Vicente Fox is elaborated on as a turning point in both democratic elections 
and Mexican foreign policy.  
The 1980s and 1990s saw a shift in Mexican foreign policy in which the 
country, that had maintained a policy of nonintervention, put an emphasis on 
pushing the U.S. into aligning with its “interests and ideals” for its own 
benefit.85 One outcome already discussed was a policy on both sides that 
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emphasized bilateral cooperation and resulted in NAFTA in 1994 under the 
Clinton and Zedillo administrations.86 By 2000, under Vicente Fox, Mexico’s 
foreign policy took on five important objectives that included “promoting 
democracy and human rights; defending citizens living abroad; multilateral 
forum participation; a foreign policy agenda balance; and promoting its 
economic, commercial and cultural interests.”87 Bilateral cooperation was set 
to take high precedence under Fox and President Bush as seen in Bush’s 
decision to visit Mexico on his first international trip as president.88 9/11 
dramatically changed any relations between Mexico and the U.S. from 2000-
2006. Mexico’s unwillingness to provide the U.S. with a show of support 
during this time created tension and animosity that lasted well beyond 
9/11.89 Vicente Fox had attempted to create a foreign policy that emphasized 
human rights, a significant shift from his predecessors, but ended in a 
presidency that was overshadowed by his country’s close ties and dependence 
on the U.S.90 One of Mexico’s next presidents, Felipe Calderón, re-established 
cooperation between the U.S., under Presidents Bush, and the Obama 
administration, on issues such as immigration, trade, economic development 
and security especially border control and drug trafficking.91  
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All of this shows that the last twenty years witnessed several aspects 
of change on both sides of the border that included changes in leadership, a 
number of key foreign policy agendas and initiatives during each time period 
and was a time period of crucial foreign policy implications for each side. 
More recently during the first part of the 21st century “four” key “factors” 
affected U.S.-Mexican relations and helped establish a pattern as to why the 
U.S. and Mexico have seen such resistance to a successful bilateral foreign 
policy. These included, as discussed, a change in the view of security through 
“terrorism” by the U.S., which also included Mexico. Next was a failure in 
established systems of bilateral security that included migration and counter 
drug issues. Third was an increase in the success of the economy that would 
have allowed for Mexico to survive a recession on its own, but in the same 
context the continued security/terrorism focus needed for an increase in 
immigration and drug trafficking to continue as bilateral agendas and 
support for change were not in place to curb systems already in place. Lastly 
was the notion that domestic policy did not affect foreign bilateral policy 
between the U.S. and Mexico during this time.92  
During the time periods of most change in terms of foreign policy the 
presidencies in the U.S. were of Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and Barack 
Obama intertwined with policy initiatives such as NAFTA, and the Mérida 
Initiative and with important historical foreign policy time periods such as 
9/11. Each played a crucial role in the understanding of why a successful 
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bilateral immigration policy is necessary for long-term success in stemming 
not only illegal immigration but creating a system that benefits both sides in 
the creation of a border that is both secure and successful for Mexico and the 
U.S. 
Bill Clinton Administration – 1993-2001 
 To further understand these key time periods and foreign policy 
between the U.S. and Mexico within the last twenty years it is important to 
analyze the presidential roles and decisions made during that time. The 
presidency of Bill Clinton (1993-2001) saw two terms that each implemented 
important foreign policy changes between the U.S. and Mexico. In 1993 
Congress passed the NAFTA agreement, previously discussed, opening up 
free trade between the U.S., Mexico, and Canada.93 Congress during this 
time, mid-1990s, also passed several immigration laws that would be 
considered domestic policy and in turn should be considered U.S.-Mexican 
foreign policy. The back-and-forth between policy agendas was ever present 
as a bilateral economic agreement was created on one hand while 
immigration laws to keep migrants out were enacted on another. The 
continued connection between domestic and foreign policy in terms of 
immigration was ever present at this time as the U.S. chose to focus on the 
issue within the U.S. rather than addressing the issues between the U.S. and 
Mexico. The laws main principle was to prevent undocumented migration 
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into the U.S. as a “…result from widespread bipartisan panic…between 
urban crime, welfare abuse, terrorism, inner city drug addiction…and the 
growth of undocumented migration.”94 The laws together amended several of 
the 1952 Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) laws. The Clinton 
administration also passed the “U.S. Southwest Strategic Doctrine of Border 
Control” in the mid-1990s that expanded deportation but did not yet create 
an increase in border enforcement.95  
In 1996 the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility 
Act was passed and allowed the attorney general authority to “fortify” the 
border with Mexico leading to the beginning of the wall that would eventually 
go up between the two countries in an attempt to keep migrants out.96  
Clinton created several programs “following IRCA provisions” for border 
control that included the Gatekeeper program in San Diego. Border patrol 
agents went from 5,900 in 1996 to 25,500 in 2010.97 While detentions at the 
border increased during the initial phase of the Gatekeeper program data 
shown in table two below shows that the program cannot be considered a 
success on its own as numbers have declined over time and history has shown 
that numbers have been affected by outside factors such as economic decline 
in the U.S. and post 9/11 security enforcement changes. No bilateral 
discussion occurred over the implementation of the wall that would 
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eventually begin to go up as a result of border security and instead tensions 
began as Mexico considered the wall “shameful”.98 The remainder of Clinton’s 
first term was focused on post cold war Russia, Yugoslavia and other 
international agendas.99  
Table 2 - Apprehensions per Year at Mexican Border32 
1970 1986 
(IRCA) 
1993/1994 2000 2009 2010 
200,000 1.6 million 1 million 1.6 million 541,000 463,000 
 
George W. Bush Administration – 2001-2009 
 The presidency of George W. Bush (2001-2009) began with tensions 
high over immigration enforcement and saw a much more complex situation 
when it came to creating a bilateral immigration policy with Mexico. The 
events of 9/11 quickly created a situation in which immigration and border 
enforcement became linked to terrorism prevention for the remainder of the 
century, and as discussed several times has become a debated issue of 
security.100 In the realm of foreign policy with Mexico just prior to 9/11 the 
presidencies of George W. Bush and Vicente Fox from Mexico had proposed a 
joint declaration called “Towards a Partnership for Prosperity: The 
Guanajuato Proposal (February 16, 2001).” The proposal was intended for 
collaboration on “border control, drug traffic, energy resources and 
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migration.”101 Through this declaration the two presidencies agreed to a 
bilateral agreement of “shared responsibility” for “safe and legal” migration 
on both sides of the border and agreed to address the “causes” of migration 
that could then “…foster economic growth in Mexico” and in return reduce 
migration.102 A joint effort toward a bilateral “priority” on immigration had 
not been at the “forefront” of policy on either side since the 1960s.103 
Unfortunately 9/11 helped in ending the possibility of shared responsibility 
as the terrorist attacks forever altered U.S. foreign policy priorities. The new 
agenda put migration through a “security lens” that refocused immigration 
policy with Mexico into a border security framework and for the time being, 
under Bush, eliminated a bilateral approach. Another major turning point in 
the failure of the first real attempt at a bilateral policy agenda was the 
insistence of Mexico that all provisions of the policy be a “take it or leave it” 
mandate in which four out of the five provisions required action by the U.S. 
alone. These included, “taking in Mexican workers, regularizing the status of 
undocumented migrants already in the U.S., allowing family reunification for 
these new migrants, and investing U.S. money into the regions in Mexico 
most responsible for fleeing migration.”104 This very one-sided policy forced 
the U.S. into addressing the issue largely on its own making it that much 
more unlikely it would pass congressional approval.  
                                                 
101
 Alexandra Delano, “From ‘Shared Responsibility’ to a Migration Agreement? The Limits for 
Cooperation in the Mexico-United States Case (2000-2008)”, International Migration 50 (S1) (2009): 41. 
102
 Delano, “Shared Responsibility,” 42. 
103
 Domínguez and Fernández de Castro, Cooperation or Conflict, 30. 
104
 Ibid., 32. 
 
 66 
In March 2002 the two countries continued on a 22-point plan called 
“Mexico-U.S. Border Partnership Action Plan” for agreements on 
infrastructure and the secure migration of people and goods for security 
reasons. Immigration discussions were never discussed again in terms of a 
foreign policy agenda during the Bush administration.105 9/11 is often 
considered the sole factor in the Bush administrations change from a 
bilateral immigration approach to a unilateral security approach, but his 
administration is a prime example of bureaucratic push and pull factors that 
play a background effect on foreign policy decisions. Prior to 9/11 Bush had 
received strong push back from his own party for a unilateral approach with 
Mexico. 9/11 gave him one excuse to pull out of his “shared responsibility” 
agreement and continue with the U.S.’ tradition of a one-sided immigration 
policy.106  The push by Mexico for an “all or nothing” approach that put the 
implementation and success of the policy squarely on the U.S. gave him the 
other. Though unsuccessful through the initial foreign bilateral policy Bush 
attempted a domestic policy agenda. His agenda had been to try to 
implement a successful immigration policy and as discussed before much of 
U.S. immigration policy has eventually become a domestic policy agenda 
when focused on Latin America and especially Mexico. In 2004 Bush 
attempted to pass through Congress a policy that would eventually take 
three years to create and would become the Comprehensive Immigration 
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Reform Act of 2007. Had it passed it would have provided several changes 
including increased border security and a “path to citizenship” for 
immigrants already in the U.S.107 The policy did not pass and faced strong 
opposition. Ultimately both Bush and Fox failed. 
Later in his administration Bush would implement a policy with 
Mexico that would continue during the next White House administration and 
would show a shift in foreign policy direction from the U.S. and an initiative 
from Mexico. During Bush’s administration Mexico saw the end of Fox’s and 
the beginning of Felipe Caderón’s presidencies. The Mérida Initiative was 
implemented in 2007 with then President Calderón from Mexico and George 
W. Bush from the U.S. The initiative was a direct response to Caderón’s 
foreign policy agenda that included tackling drug trafficking and the increase 
in organized crime that was beginning to increase in prevalence in Mexico. 
During this time the U.S. saw a need for mutual cooperation in response to 
the ever-growing need for border and security enforcement. However, initial 
reactions were cautious, as previous “bilateral” policy discussion from the 
1980s and 90s had stopped due to U.S. suspicions with Mexico over cartel 
corruption and Mexico’s concerns over maintaining sovereignty.108  
Eventually the two agreed and 1.5 billion was approved for the program from 
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2008 to 2010.109 The initiative became an assistance program that was to 
provide 1.5 million to 1. “break the power of criminal organizations”, 2. 
“strengthen border, air and maritime controls”, 3. “improve the capacity of 
justice systems in the region” and 4. “curtail gang activity and diminish drug 
demand.”110 The initiative played an important role in creating a response on 
both sides of the border and is a prime example of the changing dynamics 
within the focus of the U.S. foreign policy agenda which during that time was 
not focused on immigration. The focus became counter terrorism on the U.S. 
side and narcotics and weapons on the Mexican side. This initiative would 
carry over into the next administration linking policy agendas and security 
focuses.  
Barack Obama Administration – 2009 to Present 
 The most recent Barack Obama White House has had to contend with 
the policy decisions left behind by the administrations before him and 
continue to follow through with the changed U.S. security landscape. As 
mentioned before the two decades that preceded Obama where filled with 
U.S. domestic policies that often dominated U.S.-Latin American 
“agendas.”111 Obama has also had to approach foreign policy in the region 
through new lenses as many Latin American countries felt the Bush 
administration had created a “hostile climate for immigrants to the United 
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States” and had created an environment of “mistrust”.112 At the 2009 Summit 
of the Americas Obama’s foreign policy agenda for the region included 
“…citizen security, counter narcotics, microfinance, and energy.”113 His 
agenda did not discuss immigration and only addressed the notion of mutual 
responsibility in the realm of narcotics as he acknowledged that the demand 
for drugs in the U.S. is a proponent for drug violence in Latin America and 
especially Mexico.114 Mexico’s previous president, Felipe Calderón, eventually 
left office during Obama’s administration frustrated with the notion that 
“shared responsibility” was neglected in regards to the growing gun violence 
in Mexico.115  
The Obama administration up until 2013 has not focused on 
immigration policy changes or reform, but the elections of 2012 made it clear 
that the issue was once again of bureaucratic interest as an ever growing 
Mexican population in the U.S. made sure their demands for reform were 
heard as the democratic party took steps to appease one of their biggest 
voting contingencies. The current policy reform was once again a domestic 
agenda outlined previously in this thesis and lacked any bilateral cooperation 
necessary for success. It also emphasized the continued theme of border 
security without bilateral cooperation, which is needed for true success. 
There cannot be a decline in attempted crossings if the U.S. continues to 
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attempt to hold back those that will continue to come while not holding 
Mexico accountable for prevention as well.  Steps have been taken on the 
domestic policy side in Mexico to begin addressing this issue, but until they 
become a bilateral agreement it will be difficult to see any real change. In 
2011 Mexico enacted their first change since 1974 by passing a Migration 
Law that “regulates” entry and exits of both citizens and foreigners in and 
out of Mexico.116 The law is a first step but still does not address the 
underlying issue of illegal immigration out of Mexico.  
The most resent presidential elections in Mexico will likely shift the 
focus of Mexico’s foreign policy. Enrique Peña Nieto won the election on July 
2, 2012 for the PRI. The PRI has not been in power for 12 years after ruling 
for much of the last century under clouds of corruption and economic disaster. 
Peña Nieto’s foreign policy is not yet fully implemented, but it’s speculated 
that he will focus his foreign policy on economics.117 Other priorities include 
“…reducing violence, combating poverty, reforming education and fostering 
social responsibility.”118 By focusing on economics, Mexico’s new president 
will be sidestepping two of the biggest issues affecting and dictating 
American policy in recent years, immigration and drug violence/cartel 
violence. How this will affect U.S.-Mexican relations is yet to be seen, but if 
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Mexico’s foreign policy does not align or at least attempt to align with U.S. 
policy it will again lead to tension and a lack of effective changes across 
either border. U.S. sentiment right now is for changes to happen on the U.S. 
side on each issue, but it’s understood from this history that bilateral support 
is needed. With the PRI’s re-establishment in the 21st century it will be a 
waiting game, unless the U.S. pushes for policy change, to see in which 
direction Mexico takes its foreign policy with not only the U.S. but its newly 
created relations within Latin America and the Pacific. Many don’t see it 
varying much from Calderón’s foreign policy with the slight exception that 
Peña Nieto has publicly stated his views on cartel violence that do not align 
with those of the U.S.119 Mutual cooperation is now of utmost importance.     
 Border security, drug trafficking and immigration are at the forefront 
in foreign policy. Post 9/11 the shift in the defense department was toward 
terrorism and a big concern was put on the use of the Mexican border as a 
means of entry into the U.S. With the increase in border violence the use of 
U.S. military force has been discussed, but with a new president comes new 
policy changes. Many believe Peña Nieto’s PRI politics will mean no cartel 
intervention, which would then put the defense department and the U.S. in 
an unusual situation.120   
 The U.S. and Mexico are closely intertwined economically. “Mexico is 
the second destination for U.S. exports, the third largest trading 
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partner…and third largest supplier of oil.”121 Mexico also has a 
manufacturing and service-based economy that is reliant on the U.S. market 
which has close to $500 billion in annual trade.122 If Enrique Peña Nieto’s 
presidency will focus on the economy it will be beneficial to both sides of the 
border. Both countries depend economically on one another and “…when the 
Mexican economy does well, it means greater prosperity for the U.S.”123 
Mexico’s emphasis on making the economy part of its foreign policy is crucial 
to success that can then effect immigration and in turn foreign policy 
agendas. A stronger economy as attempted by agendas like NAFTA mean 
less push factors in Mexico for migration. It’s crucial that Mexico take those 
steps to strengthen weaknesses that have often “pushed” migrants north. 
Conclusion  
In order to create a lasting, successful, immigration policy between the 
U.S. and Mexico an understanding of the immigration history, foreign policy 
structure and key periods of policy on both sides of the border need to be 
known and understood. Both the U.S. and Mexico have had key periods in the 
last twenty years to implement not only domestic policies that should have 
become bilateral foreign policies, but successful overall policies as well. The 
first missed opportunity for a continued successful policy was the cancelation 
of the Bracero Program. By canceling the program the U.S. and Mexico 
opened the window for an increase in illegal immigration that would set the 
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foreground for future immigration struggles. By setting a precedence of a 
“policy of no policy” both sides of the border created an established flow of 
immigration that would become much more difficult to stop in the future. The 
next missed opportunity was the implementation of the IRCA. The U.S. and 
Mexico both missed the opportunity to act and implement a successful 
bilateral policy. The U.S. outcome was the beginning of border security and 
the unintended implementation of a strong migratory network for illegal and 
legal immigration from Mexico once it granted amnesty to nearly 3 million 
Mexicans already in the U.S. On the Mexican side a lack of participation left 
Mexico unable to give an opinion on the outcome of the law, including the 
border, and created a missed opportunity for bilateral cooperation. The third 
and most crucial was during the Bush and Fox administrations in 2001. This 
became the first real attempt at a bilateral foreign policy agenda between two 
very eager administrations that for varying reasons, including those beyond 
their control, did not succeed. External political and social factors contributed 
to the failure of both a foreign and domestic policy that would address the 
ever-growing immigration issue in the U.S. during the Bush administration, 
which included the events of 9/11. These events would then become the fourth 
limiting factor in recent success toward bilateral immigration policy between 
the U.S. and Mexico as the U.S. turned its focus on security and terrorism 
and dropped immigration from the forefront of its foreign policy agenda. The 
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border instead became a security risk rather than an avenue of improvement 
and policy became domestic rather than foreign.  
Each White House administration within the last twenty years has 
had a different approach and agenda in terms of immigration and foreign 
policy. Key foreign policy time periods during the history of immigration from 
Mexico have shown missed opportunities for bilateral policy success. By 
better understanding Mexico’s policy and process the U.S. puts itself in a 
better position for cooperation and mutual understanding. To transcend 
obstacles “U.S.-Mexico collaboration is absolutely essential if the two 
countries are to get a handle on trans border crime, security challenges such 
as arms trafficking, narcotics, and human smuggling…official corruption and 
tension over the goals and means for law enforcement.”124 Current changes in 
the administrations in Mexico represent the biggest hurdle now faced by the 
United States. American perceptions on the issues of border protection and 
immigration also pose big issues during upcoming election years. Overcoming 
each is reliant on the understanding that the U.S. and Mexico have a 
mutually dependent and complex relationship. Creating a concrete bilateral 
policy on key issues such as border security, narcotics, immigration or the 
economy are key in preventing current and future Mexican and U.S. foreign 
policy tensions and restraints. Focusing on certain aspects during each 
presidency is important, but without a backbone policy for further discussions 
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neither country will see significant improvements in those key aspects that 
can then lead to a successful foreign policy.  
Mexico’s backseat approach to immigration must change dramatically 
and most importantly through its foreign policy approach. Any attempts at a 
successful bilateral policy cannot take place without Mexico playing an equal 
role in policy setting and implementation instead of the current asymmetrical 
approach seen in policy implementation that affects Mexico but is 
implemented only in the U.S. It is not enough to have one side strong-arm 
the other, as has often been the case with the U.S. over Mexico in order to 
have a mutual, successful, policy reform. It is also not enough to have the 
U.S. set policy agendas based on a political system that puts congressional, 
and state and local government agendas ahead of those that benefit bilateral 
cooperation. The biggest change needed either within this current 
administration or in the future is a view in which Mexico is of equal worth, 
strength and responsibility in the immigration policy debate. While the U.S. 
can continue to aim at closing its border it will be unsuccessful if Mexico 
continues to ignore the issue or address the underlying causes of “why” 
Mexican’s are immigrating to the U.S. Without this joint effort success will 
not be met anytime soon.  
The political landscape within the U.S. in which policy agendas 
continue to be dictated by a system of mistrust, public opinion, congressional 
agendas, and an interplay of agency agendas will not lead to a change in 
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foreign policy toward immigration. As long as the U.S. sets the agenda and 
Mexico continues to both step back and struggle to get effective policies in 
place across the border the dynamics of foreign policy between both countries 






































Mexican Poverty & Immigration 
Healthcare and Education Reform are Fundamental for Lasting Change 
 
 Since the later part of the 20th century immigration has been an ever-
present issue between the United States and Mexico and a constant in U.S.-
Mexican relations. Understanding why Mexicans migrate north is at the root 
of creating sustainable change on both sides of the border. Much of the 
literature surrounding the issue has focused on a flawed U.S. immigration 
policy or border security and has failed to address the issue from within its 
southern source. Mexico itself has often distanced itself, as previously 
discussed, from making a strong effort at implementing in country changes 
that they feel will impinge on U.S. policy or alienate the millions of Mexicans 
living in the U.S. The continued problem of immigration, primarily illegal, 
does however need to be addressed with a particular emphasis on the 
resulting migration due to poverty. Approaching the issue from the Mexican 
side creates a unique opportunity to understand not only what factors drive 
the journey millions take north, but how the country has or can make 
improvements to reduce the specific numbers who do so as a result of poverty 
factors while political policy is being discussed in the U.S.  
Mexico has three areas of important in country changes that can or are 
having an effect on one of the leading causes of Mexican immigration, 
poverty. Poverty is a leading force in the desire to seek a better life in the 
U.S. for many immigrants from Mexico who flee economic and social 
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hardships by making the often treacherous journey north out of desperation 
for a better life. While this is not the only factor in the push pull of migration 
it is a leading force in the search for economic and social improvement by the 
largest part of Mexico’s migrating population from areas of consistent poverty 
that have created a dependence on social networking and remittances for 
survival. This chapter will address the issues of healthcare, education, 
inequality and underlying poverty in an attempt to understand how 
addressing one and or all does have an inherent effect on immigration as a 
whole.  
When taking a look at Mexico changes need to be made and continue in 
the important areas of healthcare, education and access to social programs 
that in turn address poverty in order to have an impact on future migration 
out of the country. Healthcare reform, education reform and social programs 
such as Oportunidades have been the stepping stone toward addressing the 
poverty that continues to plague certain areas of Mexico that have 
historically shown an increase in migration numbers to the U.S., and by 
understanding their effect on poverty and how to address it from the inside 
out Mexico can make strides toward its own understanding of how to 
approach immigration from a different vantage point.  
Mexican Poverty 
 Poverty has been an issue that has continued to plaque Mexico’s 
attempt at economic and social progress. Though recent years have seen an 
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increase in Mexico’s middle class and a decline in extreme poverty, overall 
poverty has stayed relatively constant. Extreme poverty fell from 2000 to 
2006 most significantly in rural Mexico were levels went from 42.2% to 
24.5%.125 Migration to the United States has been at all time lows since 2010 
and has been attributed to a decline in poverty throughout Mexico among 
economic and social changes that have helped improve conditions to a degree 
that has seemed to make inward migration more opportunistic then outward 
migration.126 A closer look at poverty within Mexico however shows a sharp 
contrast between those with lower poverty rates and those with a higher 
incidence and history of outward migration and a connection to the 
importance of understanding both the economic and social push and pull 
effects of immigration previously discussed in chapter one. States with higher 
poverty rates within Mexico have historically been affected my outward 
migration, mainly to the U.S., in higher rates then other areas of Mexico. 
Understanding why is important in considering how programs that improve 
poverty through healthcare, education and social assistance (such as 
Oportunidades) will make a lasting impact on future migration numbers.  
Northern and central states within Mexico have less than 36% poverty 
and little extreme poverty while southern states on the other hand such as 
Chiapas, Guerrero, and Oaxaca have rates as high as two-thirds to three-
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quarters in poverty and one third to one half in extreme poverty.127 In Oaxaca 
extreme poverty is at 75% of its total 3.4 million citizens. The state also has 
an illiteracy rate of 21.5% versus the national 9.4% rate and 45.5% of 
Oaxaca’s students never complete an elementary school education. In 
Chiapas schooling is at an even lower rate at 6.9 years per person.128  A 
conclusion discussed by David Bacon in Cursed by Gold or Blessed by Corn 
effectively sums up four reasons why migration out of Mexico has been so 
high in these areas; “1. High levels of poverty and marginalization, 2. Decline 
in rural economy affecting more than half the economically active population, 
3. Lack of well-paying jobs made worse by lack of skills and illiteracy, and 4. 
Family and social networks that link community residents with migrants 
who have already left.”129 Social networks have been a big push and pull 
factor, largely discussed in chapter one, for immigration to the U.S. and in 
areas such as Oaxaca this is widely seen when about 500,000 Oaxacans 
currently live in the U.S. and come from communities that have become so 
dependent on immigration that survival for those left behind has become 
dependent on those that travel north. They in turn send remittances that 
often are the difference between an education and or basic necessities for 
those still in Mexico.130 The outward migration is so ingrained due to a lack of 
economic and social mobility that despite an increase in birth rates from 2000 
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to 2005 the total Oaxacan population only grew by 0.39% while 18% of the 
total population had migrated to other states within Mexico or immigrated to 
the U.S.131 Improvements must start in areas such as Oaxaca if overall 
immigration is to be addressed from within Mexico. A continual contrast 
between rural areas such as Chiapas, Oaxaca and Guerrero with the rest of 
Mexico will only continue to create a normalcy around immigration to the 
U.S., legal and illegal, that is centered on social networks that will continue 
to grow, and pull, Mexicans north in search of what they can’t find for 
themselves or their families at home. Improvements in economic and social 
areas addressing poverty must start in rural communities such as Oaxaca if 
immigration is to be fully addressed in a positive and long lasting way from 
within Mexico. Those improvements Mexico is beginning to make will be 
discussed further below.  
Inequality 
Other issues to be addressed within Mexico that effect poverty and 
immigration are the up and down persistence of inequality, which is highly 
affected by healthcare access, education and country wide economic success 
or lack thereof. In order to understand the effect changes in these areas can 
make it’s important to first understand from where improvements need to be 
made. Latin America has a high level of inequality with a Gini coefficient of 
0.53 through the mid-2000s making it “…18% more unequal than Sum-
Saharan Africa, 36% more unequal then East Asia and 65% more unequal 
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than the high-income countries.”132 Gini coefficients are used to measure 
inequality within countries with values between zero and one with those 
closer to zero reflecting less inequality.133 Mexican specific inequality has 
seen ups and downs from the late 1980s until about 2010. Inequality rose 
from 1989 to 1994 and declined from 1994 to 2010. From 2000 onward 
government wide cash transfers played a big role in the decline of inequality 
and will be discussed further below through the Oportunidades program.134  
From 1994 to 2006 the overall Gini coefficient for Mexico fell from 
0.571 to 0.512 and stayed stable from 2006 to 2010.135 NAFTA (North 
American Free Trade Agreement) established in 1994 and discussed in detail 
in chapters one and two overlapped with the beginning of the fall of Mexico’s 
Gini coefficient together with Progresa/Oportunidades 
(Progress/Opportunities) established in 1997. During this time Mexico also 
suffered its peso crisis in December 1994 after which per capita GDP fell to 
8%. By 1996 to 2000 GDP rebounded to 4% but then slowed to only a 1% 
increase per year between 2000 and 2006 during which time income 
inequality declined but overall inequality stabilized.136 Education reform, 
discussed further below, has also shown a change in Gini coefficient for 
Mexico with a measurement in terms of years of schooling between ages 25 to 
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65 seeing a decline from 0.444 in 1989 to 0.324 in 2008.137 During this time 
per capita GDP was below national standards despite the attempts toward 
decreasing inequality and improving economic stability through “efficiency”, 
employment growth was slow, and there was a “large expansion of health, 
housing, day care, and pension programs for households lacking social 
security coverage.”138  
With this all in mind it is important to note the improvements Mexico 
has made during this time with “sustained growth” and “gradually improving 
standards of living” with Mexicans earning about the same as those in Russia 
or Brazil, twice as much as those in China and six times those in India.139 To 
note however is the persistent fact that at least half of the population falls 
into the category of poor with rural areas seeing the brunt of extreme 
poverty.140  
Social Programs and Poverty - Oportunidades 
Mexico has one of the highest Gini coefficients, inequality, in Latin 
America. A study done in 2004 showed that “educational inequality accounts 
for the largest share of Mexico’s earnings inequality” and that “enrichment” 
programs could help reduce inequality.141 Cash transfer programs (CCT) have 
become a primary means of focusing on poverty within Latin America and in 
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turn Mexico. The programs provide cash grants to poor families that make 
sure their children go to school and subsidies for regular health clinic 
visits.142 Mexico’s Oportunidades program, formally called Progresa, began in 
1997 as a program aimed at education, nutrition and health. The education 
portion grants cash transfers based on school attendance, necessity for 
supplies and successful high school graduation. The nutrition and health 
portion provide cash transfers and “in-kind transfers” in the form of 
nutritional supplements, vaccinations and preventative treatment based on 
consistent visits to a health center. The average cash transfer per month is 
about US$35 and equals about 25% of a rural household’s monthly income for 
those participating in the program.143 In 2000 the program covered about 2.5 
million rural families through about $1 billion in benefits and the percentage 
of students reaching high school increased by 20%.144 By 2005 the program 
covered 5 million Mexican families with an annual budget of US$2.1 billion 
equal to 0.36% of GDP versus 0.02% at its inception in 1997.145 
Oportunidades directly reduced the countries Gini coefficient in connection 
with income distribution from 0.502 to 0.494, which is almost one-fifth of the 
overall decline in Mexico’s coefficient from 1996 to 2006.146  
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Studies have found that “…communities with higher international 
emigration rates tend to show shorter school careers than communities with 
less U.S. migration…” and understanding these trends will benefit future 
attempts at implementing mutually beneficial migration programs that 
eliminate flows based on poverty so often seen now.147 Programs such as 
Oportunidades have had “significant” impacts on both education and health 
in terms of local improvements and a reduction of poverty that can not only 
impact immigration but change the focus from within Mexico for a better 
overall understanding of the push and pull effects that have helped to dictate 
immigration north.  
Oportunidades has shown significant improvements in post-primary 
enrollment by increasing at an average of 24% from before the program to 
just after its inception in 2002-2003. Secondary education in rural 
communities rose by 11% for girls and 7.5% for boys by 1999. Health services 
rose to 67% for beneficiaries while in turn infant mortality fell by 11% higher 
among participants in non-rural areas as did maternal mortality while rural 
areas saw a 2% overall drop in infant mortality for those in the program 
versus those not participating.148 By 2004 the affects on the reduction in 
poverty were seen as poverty rates among participants dropped by 9.7% in 
rural areas and 2.6% in urban areas.149 The biggest affects were seen and are 
still seen in rural areas were from 2000 to 2006 extreme poverty fell 
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dramatically as more than 70% of rural families participated in the program 
and extreme poverty levels fell from 42.4% to 24.5%. In markedly smaller 
areas the drop was even more dramatic from 52.9% to 27.3% in communities 
that had 2,500 or fewer inhabitants as a whole and with extremely high 
enrollments in the Oportunidades program.150  
Data from the International Food Policy Research Institute, the 
Mexican National Institute of Health and CIESAS will show a reduction in 
poverty among participants, an increase in education and better health. For 
these reasons alone the program has been shown to be significant in not only 
reducing poverty but affecting migration, which fell by 58% among 
participants, due to the reduction in poverty triggers like catastrophic events. 
The program has also been highly successful in providing education to the 
younger generation of residents from communities that tend to have a higher 
migration propensity. 151 A higher education leads to greater opportunity at 
home, but the proper infrastructure must be in place to allow for that 
opportunity.    
Education Reform 
Mexico has made strides in providing that education to its citizens 
beginning with the Oportunidades program and most recently with education 
reform, but still has a long way to go when schools still lack basics like water 
or electricity. The PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) controlled 
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government in 2013 put forth a proposal to tie teacher jobs with standardized 
testing and remove unions in the hiring process. Opposition has resulted as 
well as strong support from a corporate elite known to influence Mexican 
education and who helped create Mexicanos Primero. Mexicanos Primero was 
created in 2005 as a corporate education reform lobby that pushed for 
standardized tests and merit pay for teachers based on those results. Very 
similar to the reforms pushed for in the U.S. The Alliance for Quality 
Education (ACE) resulted and helped create a middle ground, after a strong 
teacher protest, between the push for reform from the corporate elite and 
unionized teachers. By 2009 a national standardized test called ENLACE 
was created during the same year that PISA (Program for International 
Student Assessment) was administered in Mexico to poor results in which 
50% of 15-year-olds scored a level 2 or below on a scale of 0 to 5 in math or 
science. 152 The 2013 legislation pushed for constitutional reform that would 
not only tie standardized testing to teachers but also create standards for the 
hiring and promotion of teachers.153  
The education system in Mexico has about 74% of teachers with a post-
graduate education of which 22% are PhDs and yet as many as 50% of 
students do not make it out of primary school. The quality of the education 
seems to be the contrasting factor that continues to effect true reform, and 
yet by international standards Mexico is poised to meet its United Nations 
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Millennium Development Goals for education by 2015 of which the focus is to 
provide a quality basic education to every child.154 The quality of that 
education is of true contention in areas like Oaxaca and the south where 
poverty is a strong determining factor in the decision and or ability to attend 
school. The resources provided in these areas are not comparable to those in 
Northern Mexico and teachers deal with little to no supplies and dilapidating 
structures along with socioeconomic conditions.155 Mexico invested US$60 
billion, 7.5% of GDP, in both private and public education in 2006 to help 
combat those issues and meet those Millennium goals, but instead national 
improvements that should go beyond a basic education have resulted in 28 
out of 100 students who do not finish primary school, 17 out of 100 who are at 
least one year behind and 12 out of 100 who are two or more years behind.156  
Oportunidades has been the leading reform system in place to combat 
education pitfalls in Mexico since 1997 but the focus seems to be more on 
enrollment versus true overall education reform that can create overarching 
effects in terms of poverty and inequality. Through the program about 5.1 
million children in primary and secondary education have been able to 
remain in school and enrollment rates in middle and high school increased by 
35% and 85% in the crucial rural areas of Mexico since 2000.157 True 
education reform needs to start with an understanding of the areas most in 
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need and how to provide not only an education, but a true quality education 
that can withstand the ups and downs in Mexico’s attempts at upward 
mobility while making the choices at home easier and more appealing then 
those over the boarder in the United States. The affect a lack of education 
has on continual poverty is a catalyst that easily pushes immigration from 
Mexico.  
Healthcare Reform 
A lack of healthcare and health service access can also be viewed as a 
determining factor in immigration when the result of not having either is 
weighed with economic inequality and poverty. Mexico has made strides in 
providing healthcare coverage for its entire population as a means of 
combating the affects it has on poverty and as a result is making a strong 
stand at attacking the overarching effects of poverty within its communities. 
The Millennium Development goals approved by the United Nations in 2000 
through the Millennium Declaration were a catalyst to not only education 
reform but healthcare reform throughout Mexico. The declaration established 
seven goals that focused on eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, 
achieving universal primary education, promoting gender equality, improving 
health outcomes and ensuring environmental sustainability. The goals 
establish that extreme poverty is to be reduced by half, universal primary 
education should be provided to both boys and girls, both should complete at 
least primary schooling and there should be a reduction in both child and 
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maternal mortality by two thirds and three quarters respectively by 2015.158 
Mexico has meet its education goals and is on its way to meeting its 
healthcare goals through its most recent successful healthcare overhaul and 
creation of a universal healthcare program called Seguro Popular.  
 Having a sustainable system to address a nations health is an 
important part in maintaining a sound and thriving society. Mexico is a 
prime example of a current country that has focused its attention on 
addressing its national health as a direct result of its health disparity results 
and ever increasing understanding that without addressing this need the 
country as a whole will soon begin to suffer. To understand the health 
improvements Mexico has made it is important to look at the statistics for 
several of the health disparity categories taken from the World Health 
Organization’s annual statistics report as well as the World Development 
Indicator reports. From 1990 to 2009 life expectancy went from 71 years to 
76, the infant mortality rate went from 36 to 15 per 1,000 births, the measles 
immunization rate went from 75 to 95 percent for 12-23 month olds and the 
total percentage of GDP expenditure on health went from 5.1 to 5.9. By 2009 
the survival rate for men and women was at 79 and 87 respectively.159 Steady 
improvement in each of these areas has shown an increasing focus by Mexico 
                                                 
158
 Ruwan Jayasuriya and Quentin Wodon, Efficiency in Reaching the Millennium Development Goals: 
World Bank Paper No. 9 (Washington, DC: The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / 
The World Bank, 2003), 63. 
159 
2011 World Development Indicators. Washington DC, 2001. 





in improving its healthcare as it shifted their understanding of its effects 
toward increasing poverty. As we have already seen poverty is one of many 
driving forces in the decision to migrate and improvements in areas such as 
healthcare and education will not only improve Mexican society at home, but 
will make a lasting influence on the decision of future generations to make 
the often dangerous illegal journey to the United States.  
When discussing and reviewing healthcare, health disparities 
statistics or information pertaining to any one country it is important to first 
understand how the international community defines “health coverage” and 
“health disparities”. Health coverage is defined by the World Health 
Organization as, “…indicators that reflect the extent to which people in need 
actually receive important health interventions…”160 Health disparities are 
defined as, “…comparative measurements of the burden of disease, and 
morbidity and mortality rates, in specific populations…that persist over 
time.”161 They are also defined and categorized in different categories over 
different databases and analysis, but a basic list of disparity indicators are; 
disease, mortality rate, infant mortality rate, morbidity rate, life expectancy, 
birth rate, fertility rate, disability, and nutritional status.162 Often 
immunization and health expenditure are also considered. All of these 
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indicators have a strong correlation with not only a country’s overall 
development, but also how poverty indicators are addressed and improved.  
 Before looking at the importance of the challenge Mexico took in 
implementing healthcare reform through universal health care it is 
important to understand some of the history behind why and under what 
circumstances. The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights established 
the right to health care for all under international law and was universally 
accepted by the United Nations (UN) as a “common standard for the entire 
world’s population”.163 The law established every person’s right to a 
“standard of living” that includes medical care. With this focus in mind in 
2012 Mexico did what most developed countries have not been able to do, 
they finished enrolling over 50 million uninsured Mexicans into their 
universal healthcare program. Mexico now provides coverage for more then 
90% of its 109.6 million citizens.164 As far back as 1990 Mexico began to 
review and make changes to its ever-declining health system. During that 
decade they established a “system of national accounts” that would later 
show an ever increasing problem with out-of-pocket cost and their 
devastating effects on middle to low income families. During a 2000 World 
Health Report done by the World Health Organization Mexico did very poorly 
in the reports fair financing disparity as it showed that 3 to 4 million 
Mexican citizens were experiencing events in which a health crisis or expense 
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was producing what is often referred to as a “catastrophic event” and in many 
instances driving those affected to or below the poverty line.165 A 2006 
analysis by Julio Frenk showed that Mexicans spent more then half on out-
of-pocket medical cost and the 2000 report showed that 1.5 million families 
suffered the effects of a medical catastrophe that drove them deeper into 
poverty.166 His report also discussed the importance of health in 
understanding poverty and its effects on a country’s development and when 
connected to healthcare the importance of understanding how a proper 
system is essential to the success of not only the system as a whole but also 
the society it provides for.  
With this in mind it is important to look at the strides Mexico has 
made in the last nine years in implementing a universal health program to 
cover all of its citizens and improve its health disparities by being the first 
country to implement the WHO definition of health coverage mentioned 
above.167 Mexico has had social insurance since 1943 and in 1983 made 
health services a right granted by the Mexican constitution. As of 2000 
Mexico still denied this right to about half of the population which did not 
obtain its insurance as a government employee or through the public 
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sector.168 The constitutional guarantee established in 1983 was a social right 
granted to all citizens and guaranteed access to health care services while 
setting the parameters for how that access was to be granted through a 
decentralized health care system. It became the first attempt to “regulate” 
services within the health sector through the Secretaría de Salubridad y 
Asistencia (Health Secretary).169 
As a result of the 2000 WHO report Mexico created the Sistema de 
Protección Social de Salud and through it the Seguro Popular to cover all of 
its citizens through universal healthcare. The system was initially created 
and funded by increasing public funding 1% of GDP per year over seven years 
starting in 2004 with the goal of having over 50 million uninsured Mexicans 
in the system by 2011.170 It is important to note that this new system was put 
in place with guidelines for success and in an effort to tackle several health 
issues and goals outside of granting universal health care to all. These goals 
included children’s health and most importantly reducing out-of-pocket cost 
in an effort to minimize or eliminate the poverty effects this is known to 
ultimately have on developmental success. This new national healthcare 
system aimed and succeeded not only at enrolling its target goal of 50+ 
million Mexicans and achieving universal coverage but it also tackled 
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developmental goals such as increasing immunizations and improving child 
health by increasing health spending on children from 12 million in 2007 to 
102.6 million in 2011 and by expanding and addressing immunizations since 
the implementation of the Seguro Popular in 2004.171  Mexico took a big step 
in recognizing the detrimental affects an unhealthy population and poverty 
due to health cost can have on the development of the country as a whole. 
Their success is a model more countries should follow. 
As described above however Mexico has taken further strides to create 
a system that aims at improving not just health care, but reduces health 
disparities and eliminates economic hardship on its population. As a 
primarily out-of-pocket system prior to 2004 Mexico’s healthcare system was 
very different then the U.S. private sector lead system. Two of their biggest 
improvements came in infant mortality with a drop from 36 to 15 per 1,000 
live births and with immunizations, measles in particular, increasing from 75 
to 95 percent. In terms of immunizations Mexico’s rates are even above the 
2009 percentage of 92 percent for the U.S. who only saw a 2% increase from 
1990 to 2009. By analyzing these disparities alone Mexico has made greater 
strides since it began looking at its failing healthcare system in 1990.172  
Mexico’s move toward a universal healthcare system as early as 2003 
with Seguro Popular showed how seriously they took their standing in the 
2000 WHO analysis and report on world wide healthcare. In determining 
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provisions and changes Mexico analyzed the long term effects of poverty as a 
result of a lack of sustainable, effective, cheap and easily accessible health 
care as means to address the issue rather then focusing on the immediate 
issues of funding the system. In the end this proved a success as they reached 
their goal of insuring over 50 million by 2012 while only having a health 
expenditure of about 6% of GDP. Mexico has made it a priority to use health 
as a means of development. They have focused on diminishing health 
disparities and eliminating economic hardships on its vulnerable population 
as a means of preventing the poverty that often leads to developmental 
decline. With access to universal, cost effective, health care those most 
vulnerable will have a means of prevention when it comes to undue medical 
hardships that often result in catastrophic events seen and discussed above 
in relation to Mexico. In many aspects Mexico has made greater strides at 
meeting standards set forth by the international community and has reached 
a better level of overall health starting with its most vulnerable population 
first, children.173 
Mexico’s success in implement, and enrolling 50+ million in universal 
healthcare through a system that meets high standards of care and 
implements measures for further improvement is a system by which many 
can learn. Though Mexico has a long way to go in reaching the technological 
standards seen in other countries there is no better deterrent of health 
decline then simple accessibility. Mexico took that step and has had much 
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more time to begin to improve in areas that will lead to overall success 
beyond what they have already reached. Mexico’s regard to the 2000 WHO 
report showed how health does play a role in development and the 
detrimental effects it can have on poverty. Poverty triggers like catastrophic 
events have a lasting affect on the society it impacts and in the areas of 
strongest impact in Mexico’s leading immigration states like Chiapas, Oaxaca 
and Guerrero those effects are compounded with limited to no education, 
lower rates of life expectancy, high infant mortality, and limited access to 
basic infrastructure.174 Improvements will definitely result in changes at 
home and will reduce the incidence of need to immigrate abroad. 
Changing Administration – President Enrique Peña Nieto 
Many of the changes Mexico has made since the 1990s in education 
and health have been stepping stones to lasting change in recent years that 
can be seen as effective means by which the country has tackled immigration. 
There is yet to be a clear understanding of why immigration numbers have 
declined in recent years, but reforms within Mexico cannot be denied as 
contributing factors even if limited in their overall effect compared to outside 
countries in making strong declines in poverty. Mexico has made impressive 
strides in improvements in education, nutrition and health but still has 
struggled to make the spending in these areas effective at tackling inequality 
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which was seen in 2006 when 11% of spending increased income 
inequality.175  
Changes in administration in 2013 back to the PRI lead by Enrique 
Peña Nieto can also be seen as a means by which changes should continue for 
the foreseeable future. Peña Nieto’s administration focus has been on an 
agenda with “…five broad pillars: reducing violence; combating poverty; 
boosting economic growth; reforming education; and fostering social 
responsibility.”176 As previously discussed poverty has been a continued 
problem for Mexico notwithstanding of it’s economic success and has 
historically been a prime factor in illegal immigration to the U.S. Peña 
Nieto’s Finance Minister Videgaray acknowledged the success of social 
programs in combating the struggle for poverty especially during recessions 
and catastrophic events, but essential GDP and job growth is needed to 
support the changes that these programs have created. Peña Nieto’s 2013 
budget expanded federal pensions, created new life insurance programs for 
female heads of households and increased funding for Oportunidades.177 The 
Oportunidades program has been a strong standing success throughout 
changing political regimes in Mexico primarily because of its success and 
transparency which have allowed it to remain outside of the often media 
driven campaigns within country that often sway success, or lack thereof, 
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when dealing with flagship issues like poverty and as seen above in 
education.178  
Conclusion 
Since the 2000s the Mexican governments changing administrations 
put forth successive pledges to tackle immigration by enforcing legal 
immigration, increasing security on its northern and southern borders and 
creating areas for success for workers within Mexico to diminish the need or 
desire to emigrate. However even during a recent 40 year low in immigration 
numbers corruption within Mexico’s National Migration Institute, which 
enforces immigration, continues to run high and rural poverty and 
diminished formal employment opportunities continue to plague success.179 
Peña Nieto’s government needs to continue to build on the infrastructures 
put in place for education and health reform by pushing for successful 
passage of his agenda items throughout his administration.  
Mexico has made impressive strides in education and health reform 
since the late 1990s. A national understanding that improvements in both 
would be key to poverty improvements is at the core of any successes seen in 
immigration reduction as a result. Poverty is an every present issue in 
Mexico that still to this day affects a large majority of the population 
regardless of economic successes seen by the nation as a whole. Too large of a 
proportion of the population still lives in poverty or extreme poverty to 
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consider reforms in education and health a true overarching success, but 
improvements are evident through programs like Oportunidades and Seguro 
Popular.  
Poverty is fundamentally a push factor in Mexican immigration to the 
United States. Southern Mexican states such as Oaxaca, Guerrero and 
Chiapas continue to be at the core of the immigration stream as they struggle 
to reach the same improvements in health, nutrition and education seen in to 
their north. The social networks historically created by continual 
immigration from these states can only be weakened with continual long 
lasting effects at home that are better at providing opportunities then those 
sought after in the U.S. Access to healthcare and a full education are 
fundamental to reaching those opportunities that in turn can steam the cycle 



















 Immigration from Mexico will continue to be an issue of contention 
between the United States and Mexico until both sides can work together to 
find a system that is mutually beneficial. Neither side can continue to either 
neglect the issue or strong-arm the other into benefiting only one side of the 
border. This thesis has shown that the history between the United States and 
Mexico is too complex to allow for a future in which immigration reform is not 
addressed through bilateral cooperation that has taken the time to 
understand not only why immigration occurs, but the history behind past 
failures that can benefit future policy discussions. Understanding that 
history and the underlying push pull factors of immigration are the key to 
successful policy reform on both sides of the border.  
 Chapter one of this thesis delved into the history of immigration from 
Mexico to the United States with the simple goal of showing how that history 
is crucial for future U.S. immigration reform. Understanding the intricate 
factors behind immigration shows that the desire to migrate from Mexico is 
not always driven by illegality or work.  Recognizing those push pull factors 
is crucial to understanding how to implement a successful immigration policy 
for the future. Within this chapter underlying factors such as social 
networking play the biggest role in immigration as history has shown that 
decisions by the U.S. to close the border has only strengthened a network 
that already existed.  
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 The unique, and long, history between the United States and Mexico 
has set the framework for a social, political and economic connection that is 
pivotal to why immigration reform is so crucial. An economic crisis on one 
side will affect the other while the social framework of Mexican culture has 
become a staple in states such as California. Yet immigration is still at the 
forefront of political discourse within the United States with the notion of 
closing a two thousand mile border often at the forefront of immigration 
policy discussions. 
 Chapter two of this thesis discussed the intricate politics behind each 
country’s foreign policy on immigration. Understanding how each country 
approaches the issues is as important as grasping the entire issue itself if 
future immigration policy is to succeed. Bilateral mutual cooperation is of 
utmost importance between the United States and Mexico if sustainable 
policy is to not only be created, but also be successful for long term reform. 
This chapter focused on key political time periods in which the United States 
and Mexico missed opportunities for creating bilateral immigration reform. 
The United States has too often been the aggressor surrounding the issue 
and Mexico has too often taken the back seat approach. Changes on both 
sides of the border in how immigration policy is approached, through a 
foreign policy standpoint, are needed for successful changes to occur in the 
future.   
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 This chapter also discussed the importance of understanding how the 
last three U.S. presidential administrations have missed opportunities for 
bilateral immigration reform due to either their own political agendas or 
outside factors such as 9/11. Foreign policy within the U.S. is too often 
riddled with domestic policy issues and driven by agendas favoring 
congressional interests. These factors within American politics have created a 
system in which issues such as immigration, which should be foreign policy 
issues, have become domestic issues that are too often surrounded by 
alternative agendas. These agendas spurn discussion but do not result in 
policy implementation or reform.  
 Chapter three discussed immigration from the Mexican side of the 
border in an attempt at addressing one of migrations biggest push factors, 
poverty. This chapter focused on the targeted changes Mexico can make in 
education and healthcare to not only address the issue, but also as a result 
reduce migration to the United States. Education and healthcare are two of 
the areas in which Mexico has made great strides within the last twenty 
years in an attempt to address the fundamental catastrophic results of not 
having either. This chapter focused on the great strides through Seguro 
Popular and Oportunidades in which Mexico has taken the lead in addressing 
the issue as a whole as well as the root causes from a lack of adequate access 
such as catastrophic events that then lead to poverty. 
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 Seguro Popular and Oportunidades have shown how state mandated 
changes in access to education and healthcare can make a difference not only 
within a society, but in addressing the poverty that is still so ever present 
within Mexico. To this day Mexico struggles with extreme poverty in its most 
southern states that in turn have led to migration to the United States. As 
this chapter has shown addressing this issue is fundamental to addressing 
immigration a whole. The largest numbers of migrating Mexicans come from 
these southern states. This migration system has in turn created an 
established social network reliant on continued migration from the South to 
the North. Addressing that flow by focusing on the issues within Mexico is an 
important step to making long lasting changes. This chapter also discussed 
the importance of not only addressing healthcare and education, but 
ultimately creating a framework beyond that necessary for the changes 
needed to truly limit immigration such as a sound economic framework with 
adequate and sustainable work. Without that system in place immigration 
from Mexico will continue regardless of the improvements currently seen in 
combating poverty.  
 Policy reform aimed at immigration within the United States must 
focus on understanding why migration occurs.  Future policy reform cannot 
begin to even address the issue successfully without understanding the 
fundamentals of why Mexicans are willing to take the often treacherous 
journey to the U.S. in hopes of a better opportunity.  The most recent 
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attempts at creating a new immigration policy in 2013 lacked an 
understanding of not only “why” but also how the U.S. has played a role in 
the history of our current immigration debate. Future policy needs to 
understand what has worked and what has not by referring to policy time 
periods like the Bracero Program and the IRCA in order to learn from both 
their successes and failures. Enacting a two thousand mile border with 
maximum security is not going to either properly address the issue or make it 
go away. While a completely porous and open border is also not the answer 
an “open” border between the two countries would make a lasting difference. 
The Bracero Program was a time period in which both countries understood 
supply and demand. Mexico provided the labor and the U.S. opened its border 
to fill that gap. A future understanding of that mutual benefit is important to 
a successful policy reform and can be meet by creating a similar policy now. 
The Bracero program was the last policy in which caps on migration between 
Mexico and the United States did not exist and in which the mutual benefit 
of economic and political partnership was understood. No policy since then 
has understood or taken into account the positive benefits of a program like 
the Bracero Program and instead attempts have been created at reducing 
migration and steering it away from labor and into the desire for higher 
educated migrants.  
Future attempts at immigration reform by either the current or future 
administrations in the U.S. need to reconsider that notion of openness. While 
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security concerns post 9/11 make it unwise to create a truly open border the 
understanding that allowing immigrants in to work and flow freely back and 
forth, on visas, addressing the need for work and the demand for labor is 
important. Mexican immigration during the Bracero program was driven by 
the understanding that caps in visas did not exist as long as labor was 
needed and the border remained open so migrants could freely return home. 
Permanent residency has never been the fundamental focus of immigrants 
from Mexico, but by forcing a closed border with limited means by which to 
cross the notion of illegality becomes ever present when necessity is high. 
Future policy reform within the United States should create a system by 
which Mexican immigration is considered separately and with deeper 
scrutiny and understanding then immigration as a whole.  
The current Barack Obama administration on the United States side 
of immigration reform has not done enough to address the issue through a 
policy standpoint. The same pitfalls seen within the George W. Bush 
administration are present now as Obama struggles to keep immigration 
reform separate from congressional ideals. Immigration policy continues to be 
a domestic policy issue dominated by notions of what one side of the 
congressional aisle wants and the other does not. The current administration 
has neither put forth a sustainable attempt at policy reform nor had the 
strength to keep congressional ideals out of future reform. A successful 
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attempt at immigration reform will not be seen within the framework of a 
system in which beliefs and ideals out way the need for change.  
Policy reform on the Mexican side must also take a long and important 
look at immigration. Mexico has had the tendency to sidestep the issue and or 
rely on the United States to make immigration reform its main policy agenda 
item from the other side of the border. Future Mexican reform must address 
migration from the root causes of why it is occurring in the first place. 
Poverty is the fundamental area in which Mexico must continue to make 
strides through education, nutrition and healthcare reform that addresses 
the issue as a whole. Mexico must also put immigration on its policy agenda 
items along with addressing issues such as poverty, guns and drugs. By 
allowing the United States to dictate the standards of immigration policy 
between the two countries Mexico is missing the opportunity to create a 
bilateral agenda that would benefit both sides of the border. Making demands 
and or pushing scrutiny on the United States when it makes a policy decision 
that Mexico is not content with is not the means by which positive changes 
will occur. Mexico must become more involved in creating a policy reform 
within its own borders that address the issues of why immigrants migrate 
and within that must create a system by which the country’s citizens can 
create sustainability outside of dependencies on the by products of 
immigration such as remittances.  
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 The change in political parties within Mexico in 2012 created an 
unforeseen return to the PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) that could 
have resulted in negative consequences for Mexico. To date Enrique Peña 
Nieto has not made immigration a top priority within his administration, but 
has made combating poverty a top political issue. While the administration 
seems to be continuing the tradition of sidestepping the issue as a whole they 
are addressing one of the fundamental causes of outward migration. While 
not focusing on immigration policy reform is not beneficial to either side it is 
encouraging to see Mexico addressing the root causes of migration. This new 
administrations focus on one of the underlying causes of migration is a step 
in the right direction, but sustainable change will only occur if policy reform 
is put in place.  
 This thesis focused on immigration in an attempt to show the need for 
policy reform through understanding and cooperation. The issue of 
immigration is multifaceted and complicated permitting continued study 
outside the issue of policy reform. The research focus of this thesis did not 
delve into any possible changes in immigration patterns within the last two 
years that could show a changing trend in immigration. Future study into 
this area of change could benefit how future policy reform can be successful. 
The continued success of how Seguro Popular and Oportunidades is 
stemming migration flows is also limited by the available data and time in 
which these programs have been fully implemented as a means of 
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diminishing poverty and affecting migration. Only time will fully show if 
these program changes within Mexico continue to have a positive affect on 
declining immigration numbers as shown within this thesis. The future policy 
reform decisions by both current administrations within the United States 
and Mexico is limited by what could happen versus what will happen within 
the context of the research done for this thesis. If either administration is 
successful is yet to be seen, as is what information they chose to use when 
making reform decisions. This thesis has shown areas in which both sides of 
the border can learn from a comprehensive look at immigration for future 
success.   
 The issue of immigration from Mexico to the United States will 
continue to be an every changing and contentious issue between both 
countries. How the issue is studied is important for long-term success in 
implementing immigration reform. Understanding the underlying push pull 
factors behind immigration is fundamental to understanding immigration as 
a whole. Why someone migrates is crucial to understanding how to change 
the need to do so in the future. The issue of gender migration from Mexico to 
the United States is an area of future study that is important to 
understanding the “why” behind immigration. Why men and women migrate 
differs and is important to understanding what drives illegal migration from 
Mexico and how to prevent it in the future. The area of border security is also 
important to understanding the issue as it stands now between the two 
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countries. Why the United States closed its border and has continued to fight 
the struggle for border security is also an area of immigration study that is 
important in understanding the dynamics that exist between both countries. 
While this thesis did not focus on this issue it continues to be a topic of 
interest for both sides and an important area in which immigration continues 
to be highly debated. Any areas in which the United States has made 
attempts or strides at improving Mexican poverty is also an area of research 
and study that should be looked at more closely. This thesis showed that 
Mexico has made a strong effort at sovereignty and maintaining a distance 
from U.S. policy reform, but whether or not that extends to areas such as 
programs for poverty improvement would be interesting to understand. 
Immigration has become a very unilateral issue, but the idea of cross border 
aid is important in understanding if the U.S. understands the need to 
address the underlying factors of migration outside of policy reform but in 
turn simply neglects it when addressing its own reform attempts.  
 This thesis showed that Mexican immigration has a long history well 
beyond recent policy debates. Successfully immigration reform within both 
countries will only be contingent on understanding and addressing the push 
pull factors behind immigration. How each country chooses to address the 
issue on either side of the border should not be separate from understanding 
that the decision will ultimately affect the other side. A true understanding of 
immigration reform will be created by a bilateral policy agenda that benefits 
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both sides of the border while addressing the issue as a whole. Immigration 
reform is within the grasp of both countries if and when bilateral cooperation 
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